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ABSTRACT
In response to the Agenda Setting scholars’ calls to locate innovative methods to gauge
public salience in the evolving communication environment, this study used Twitter
retweets, likes, and replies to measure public salience on two types of Kuwaiti Twitter
news accounts: traditional newspapers accounts, and alternative news accounts. This
research also aimed to examine the potential effect of media salience constructs: attention,
prominence, and valence on perceived public salience by collecting 2203 tweets from six
news accounts. Social issues and politics were the most salient topics in both the media
and public. Alternative news accounts exerted more Agenda Setting effect than that of the
traditional newspapers accounts. The traditional news accounts seemed to shift their
entrenched standards and values to the platform of Twitter. All examined media salience
constructs: attention, prominence, and valence were found to be significantly predicting
public salience, but the construct of valence was the most pronounced in prediction. The
valenced tone of news stories also encouraged more public’s interaction. Future directions
in Agenda Setting Theory on Twitter and suggestions for Twitter news accounts were also
discussed.
Keywords: Twitter, Kuwait, media salience, public salience, attention,
prominence, valence, citizen journalism.
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION
People now are living in an environment where they are surrounded by the flow of
information that had not been reached before. The evolving of new communication technologies,
such as Twitter, Facebook, and Snapchat have reshaped patterns of communication among
individuals, societies, and organizations (McCombs, 2005). The introduction of social media has
achieved a revolution and a giant leap in the communication environment. These outlets have
provided its users with the privilege of interacting with their peers no matter of time or distance.
Within these platforms, people communicate to share their views, express their opinions, discuss
real-time events that take place in their surroundings, and consume news (Al-Rawi, 2017).
Instead of being passive receivers of media messages, digital media has enabled individuals to be
an essential part of the message. Individuals contribute to the media content by presenting their
attitudes and viewpoints about various issues happening all around the world. As a matter of fact,
it has established new venues for people to be interactive and create their own discourses. In this
new age, the public no longer depends on traditional media content.
The intensive usage of these outlets by a considerable number of people has enabled
many to generate and exchange information, which in turn creates public opinion. Such users
have become an integral part of the news production as they contribute, react, and disseminate
news stories (Purcell, Rainie, Mitchell, Rosenstiel & Olmstead, 2010). Due to the importance of
social media mediums in communication, news agencies and organizations have established
accounts on these platforms to perpetuate their influence and control among audiences. This
process is only furthered as news organizations hire specialists to manage and maintain their
identities (Muralidharan & Shin, 2011).
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Twitter is among these digital platforms that have been used since the rise of social
media. It has been utilized by politicians and candidates to engage with the public and
disseminate their news. They found Twitter as an effective tool to share their viewpoints about
salient issues. One of the first candidates who integrated social media, especially Twitter, was
Obama in his 2008 presidential campaign. In fact, the employment of Twitter had a significant
role in appointing Obama as a president. His campaign was successful in mobilizing social
media audiences to support and vote for him (Gibson, Williamson & Ward, 2010). In many
ways, Obama’s campaign paved the way for media organizations to recognize Twitter as an
important tool to influence public salience.
Journalism scholars have always expected an era of change associated with emerging
communication technologies in the notions that shape individuals’ understanding of journalism
functions, such as creating and distributing news content (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001). Indeed,
the advancement of new communication technologies has allowed individuals with no formal
journalistic training to be involved in the gathering, creating, and delivering of news content. In
doing so, they have partnered with professional media news organizations in producing news
(Wall, 2015). Wall (2015) ascribes this phenomenon as “citizen journalism” as they produce
non-professional news content. This concept is due to the rapidly expanding influence of
audience members in gathering and distributing news and information (Zeller & Hermida, 2015).
Citizen journalism initially appeared on blogs and currently is ubiquitous on Twitter. The
emergence of citizen journalists has also challenged professional journalism in its role as a
gatekeeper. On Twitter, citizen journalists have been providing news, by being both subjective
and objective as they combine facts with opinions (Papacharissi & Oliveira, 2012), in a
conversation-like style to the public (Robinson, 2009). Unlike professional journalism, where
2

news is committed to established organizational principles and guidelines by which they shape
what is newsworthy to pass-on (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001). Professional journalism claims that
new communication technologies have brought outsider voices to journalism, which many argue
will lead to a crucial change in journalistic values (Hermida, 2013). Some critics view citizen
journalists as ‘agenda-driven activists who probably damage journalism’ (Chadha & Steiner,
2015).
Kuwait is not an exclusion from the flow of citizen journalists on Twitter. In Kuwait,
traditional media have followed the trend and issued accounts on Twitter to complement their
journalistic activity and keep their influence and control on news proliferation. Along with
traditional newspapers’ accounts, there is another significant player in the field of journalism; the
alternative news’ accounts that offer their services on Twitter. This type of alternative news’
accounts generates their own news stories and have their own sources. In Kuwait, there are two
categories of this type of news account: personal and semi-organized accounts. Personal
accounts are managed by individuals who are amateurs and interested in providing news from
their unknown sources. Such individuals play both the role of chief-in-editor and the reporter in
publishing news. The semi-organized news accounts, on the other hand, seem to be managed by
staff as they indicate that there is a director who is responsible for what is being posted on the
account. In fact, the only distribution method these alternative news accounts have to reach the
public is through Twitter.
These alternative news accounts are not affiliated with any media organization or
professional newsrooms. They lack the quality of journalistic professional norms and practices
of functioning news organizations. Alternative news accounts are viewed as untrustworthy and
too amateur in taking the role of delivering the news (Hermida, 2013). On the other side,
3

traditional newspapers functioning through huge media organizations that consist of different
extended versions, such as printed newspapers, websites, and profiles on social media outlets.
They also have their own official sources that help them receive newsworthy stories. The
prevalent presence of the traditional newspapers provides it with credibility in influencing the
public salience (Kiousis, 2004).
Even though the possibly limited options of the alternative Twitter news accounts in
Kuwait, they are followed by a considerable number of followers. They gain people’s attention
as the public engages with their news stories and interacts with them (Hermida, 2013). These
alternative Twitter news accounts’ content seems to be newsworthy since their tweets are
increasingly receiving attention from the public as they retweet, like, and reply to their tweets.
Both types of these news accounts on Twitter employ their own strategies and techniques in
order to draw more readers.
The purpose of this study is to examine both media and public salience on Twitter. Users’
behavior about issues that concern them has become quantifiable on Twitter. Users’ interest of
issues can be shown in the number of retweets, likes, and replies they ascribe to a certain tweet.
Twitter features arguably seem to be an alternative manifestation of issue salience. Public salient
issues on Twitter, therefore, can be traced by examining the public interaction with these issues
that appears in a form of retweets, likes, and replies. In this study, there will be an examination
of the potential effect of traditional and alternative news accounts as agenda setters on the firstlevel of Agenda Setting. The researcher will follow the argument of Agenda Setting scholars
(Shaw, Stevenson & Hamm, 2002) for employing new methods to gauge public behavior due to
the change in the communication environment. Thus, the study will gauge public salience on
Twitter by measuring Twitter features, such as retweets, likes, and replies. Media salience will be
4

measured by examining the three characteristics of the first-level of Agenda Setting: attention,
prominence, and valence (Kiousis, 2004). The researcher will additionally examine the relative
influence of these characteristics on salience perceived by the public. As a result, this study will
provide knowledge of how media agenda is functioning to impact public behavior on the
platform of Twitter, and evaluate who among the two types of Twitter news accounts exerts the
first-level of Agenda Setting effect.
Significance of Study
According to McCombs (2004), salience is considered a main notion in the Agenda
Setting Theory because research of this theory revolves around the salient issues of both media
and public. Kiousis (2004) has operationally defined issue salience in media agenda. There are
three characteristics of media salience: attention, prominence, and valence. Attention is the
frequency of news stories ascribed to a particular topic, prominence is the appearance and
position of the issue in the news medium, and valence is internal features of the news story and
its overall tone. In essence, valence is whether the issue is presented in a positive, negative, or
neutral pattern (McCombs, 2005). According to Evatt and Ghanem (2001), the public salience is
“the product of both personal and social forces that direct our attention.” The issue salience of
the public can be triggered by asking about the salient issue that they think is important to them,
or society.
Previously, the only way to gauge public opinion was by conducting surveys. Aside from
time and energy, surveys are highly-priced if they are related to national polls. Nevertheless,
these surveys might be susceptible to errors and biases if there was no care in sampling, which
often takes a considerable amount of time (Vargo, 2011). Scholars, such as Shaw, Stevenson and
Hamm (2002) argued about the necessity of locating new methods that are less obtrusive in order
5

to measure public salience. As a matter of fact, the proliferation of social networking sites,
especially Twitter, has provided a new method to track the public and gauge their salient issues.
Political campaigns and big corporations have also started to employ Twitter as a search tool to
evaluate public opinion (Vargo, 2011). Along with topics Twitter users tweet about, the
advantages of Twitter features, such as retweet, like, and reply enable any given content to be
shared by a large number of users. This content can eventually become a representation of public
salience since it was disseminated by the public (Vargo, basilaia & Shaw, 2015; Vargo, 2011).
In the past, people gained their news from limited media platforms. Such news was often
generated from homogenous sources that transfer fairly similar agendas (Chaffee and Metzger,
2001; Noelle-Neumann and Mathes 1987). Bennett and Iyengar (2008) explain that:
In the era of ‘‘old media,’’ accordingly, it made little difference where voters got their
news. The offerings of all news organizations were sufficiently
homogeneous and
standardized to represent an ‘‘information commons.’’
Americans of all walks of life and
political inclination were exposed to the same
information (p. 717).
The concept of homogenous media with the flow of alternative media sources does not seem to
hold the same influence on public salience. Today, with the plethora of media choices, citizens
have an abundance of media sources. People on social media tend to receive news and
information from various sources including news organizations, ordinary individuals, and
journalists (Pew Research Center, 2012). The public currently is able to form their own media
consumption with plenty of media choices. This trend, indeed, has diminished the power of
traditional media agendas and have made people less reliant on mainstream media in shaping
their perception of issue importance (Bryant & Zillmann 2009; Metzger 2009; Coleman &
McCombs 2007; Takeshita 2005). Other mass communication scholars have gone much further
and predicted that the current mass societies are expected to come into a new era of minimal
6

effects (Bennett & Iyengar 2008; Chaffee & Metzger, 2001). The theory of a new minimal effect
era is constructed based on different arguments that produce one consequence. According to
Shehata and Strömbäck (2013), the first argument is that the technological development has led
to the emergence of a wide spectrum of media sources, such as social media and online websites,
which initiated audience fragmentation. The second argument is that the wide spectrum of media
outlets has increased the importance of selective exposure. Audiences’ preferences determine
what content they consume and hence are influenced by new agendas. The third argument is that
latter results led to a decline of the unintended audience for news. The fourth argument is that
political polarization and the increasing number of partisan media has become much stronger to
influence what news outlet the audience prefers.
On the contrary, some scholars argue that traditional media still maintains power over
public salience and the idea of the minimal effect of media is amplified. The availability of
various media choices and people’s tendency to prefer congruent media does not necessitate
selective avoidance (Holbert, Garrett & Gleason, 2010). In a study conducted in 2013, Shehata
and Strömbäck indicated that traditional news is still functioning Agenda Setting effect with new
environmental changes in media. They contend that minimal era effect of media has not yet
come into effect. News content that claimed to be originally from social media is essentially
derived from traditional media outlets like newspapers, broadcast television, and cable TV news
(Perloff, 2015). Social media, thus replicates what is published in traditional media and salient
content in traditional media transfers to be also salient in social media. Having reviewed the past
ten years of research on online Agenda Setting, Tran (2014) found that traditional media still
exerts Agenda Setting effect. However, it is not the only influencer in the field.
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This study will examine the salient issues of both traditional and alternative news
accounts on Twitter for multiple reasons. First, the traditional news accounts are the digital
version of the newspapers. Previously, the media field in Kuwait was limited to a few
newspapers and TV channels. The flow of information was controlled by a handful of outlets.
They had a substantial role in forming issues that became salient in the public agenda. There
were no counterparts to challenge these media outlets in setting the agenda. With the
proliferation of social media, traditional news outlets are no longer the only source for news and
information. In fact, the trend of social media might have diminished the influence that they had
in the past. The public has plenty of media choices to become their news source. Second, Twitter
has become one of the preferred sources for consuming news in Kuwait, which developed a
possible source to examine Agenda Setting Theory. The popularity of Twitter as a news source
in Kuwait has spurred these traditional news outlets to adopt it in order to maintain their
influence over the public.
Third, the introduction of Twitter authorizes a new type of news sources to challenge the
traditional news outlets. These alternative news accounts on Twitter have become popular as
Kuwaitis engage with their Twitter feeds. They are followed by a large number of people who
interact with their news by retweeting, liking, and replying to the content of their tweets. With
the decline of traditional media outlets as major avenues of news and information, and the
migration of these outlets to social media (Chaffee & Metzger, 2001; Takeshita, 2005), an
examination is needed to be conducted about traditional media effect on social media.
Fourth, this study will contribute to mass communication research in the Middle East,
especially Kuwait. Given the popularity of Agenda Setting in Western countries, much of the
scholarly work has been conducted in the United States and Europe countries with less attention
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directed to the Middle Eastern forms of mass communication. The media in Kuwait functions in
a context that is significantly different than the context where Agenda Setting originally is found
to have an effect. As such, Agenda Setting assumptions and mechanisms may not identically
function as in Western countries. To the knowledge of the researcher, there is no previous study
attempting to apply first-level Agenda Setting Theory to examine salient issues of Kuwait
newspapers in both its printed copies, digital editions, or the alternative news accounts on
Twitter. There is much need to provide an examination on whether traditional newspapers still
exert an effect in determining the public salience on social media. Analyzing different types of
Twitter news accounts can better explain the function of Agenda Setting Theory on social media
outlets. Thus, this study will take the first step in finding empirical evidence of the power of
traditional media on social media. More specifically, the study will look at the traditional
newspapers accounts on Twitter and compare it with the alternative news accounts.
Fifth, the numerous volume of news and information circulated on the Internet indicate
that traditional media has no longer been the only gatekeepers that left behind the gates news and
events that might concern the audience. The entrenched professional practices and values of
traditional media outlets are challenging the adaption of Twitter (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001).
Many western studies have indicated the conservative usage of Twitter by traditional news
organizations (e.g., Messner, Linke & Eford, 2011; Lasorsa, Lewis & Holton, 2012; Armstrong
& Gao, 2010; Canter, 2013 & Russell, Hendricks, Choi & Stephens, 2015). Therefore, the results
of this study might also benefit traditional news organization’ Twitter accounts for developing
guidelines and strategies that are consistent with the journalistic use of Twitter.
Sixth, this study also will methodologically contribute to Agenda Setting literature by
employing an innovative method of measuring public salience. The study responds to Agenda
9

Setting scholars who call for empirically employing novel methods as a surrogate of surveys, the
traditional way of measuring public agenda, amidst the developing communication environment.
Retweet, like, and reply frequencies will represent the public attention to issues. That is, the
more retweets, likes, and replies ascribed to a news post on Twitter, the more likely the story is
perceived as salient by the public. Seventh, this study enhances the understanding of media
salience characteristics’ effect on public attention. It is among few studies that examine media
salience constructs: attention, prominence, and valence on social media and particularly, Twitter.
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CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW
Twitter
Twitter is one of the most popular social networking sites that was created in 2006
by Jack Dorsey. It is a free platform that offers a microblogging service where the user
can send short-content messages. The short messages can be images, phrases, short
comments, or videos. Eighty-five percent of Twitter users use their mobile phone to
access their accounts (Salem, 2017). Messages on Twitter are called tweets, which can
directly be posted from the Twitter website, mobile application, or short message service.
Each tweet initially was comprised of no more than 140 characters, however, in 2017 the
limit has increased to 280 character. Twitter requires registration in order to produce
tweets, but if someone wants only to read Twitter posts, there is no requirement for
registration. Twitter users can share and read what they are interested in within the
framework of followers in real-time conversations. Twitter user subscribe to others’
tweets by following them. Following is not automatically reciprocal. The user might
follow unlimited users who are not necessarily following him/her back. Tweets are
publicly visible by default, but Twitter users can restrict their tweets to only their
followers’ framework. Twitter shows a feed of updated tweets of users an account follow.
The feed of tweets appears as a timeline in chronological order when a user logs into
Twitter. Twitter accounts’ updates revolve around the question “what is happening?”.
Once the user updates his/her status, the update can be read by followers. Twitter
accounts that users are interested in following, can be regular individuals, celebrities,
journalists, organizations, or companies.
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The popularity of Twitter is attributed to the ease of usage and its several
communication features, such as retweet, like, reply, mention, and hashtag that help
information diffusion. Retweeting is an act of reproducing another user’s tweet. Boyd,
Golder, and Lotan (2010) define retweet as “the Twitter-equivalent of email forwarding
where users post messages originally posted by others.” (p. 1). Users can retweet a
message by clicking the retweet button that appears below the posted message.
Retweeting allows the content of the message to reach a broader audience on Twitter.
Mention and reply with @username sign are used in posts when a user wants to start a
conversation with other users, or reply to a tweet. Users can also “like” others’ tweets by
clicking on the like button below the posted tweet. Users might as well use the like
feature to gather topics of interest in a special page to read it later. On Twitter, users can
include hashtags on their tweets by simply using the pound # character in front of an unspaced word. The hashtag includes all messages that are tagged with the hashtag that
reference a particular theme. Therefore, hashtags that are well promoted by users become
popular and trendy topics that appear on users’ homepages based on geographic area.
Hashtags include tweets from numerous users that a user is either following or not. Thus,
hashtags smoothly help events and issues go viral. Once a Twitter user accessed a
hashtag that is assigned to a given issue, he\she can follow up with numerous information
and conversations from media channels, journalists, or ordinary users. Hashtags, such as
#Ferguson and #BlackLivesMatter have internationalized incidents of murdering
innocent blacks by police officers and seized the world’s attention toward this issue. In
fact, #BlackLivesMatter has inspired the establishment of the Black Lives Matter
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organization that interested in organizing marches around the U.S to raise the awareness
of anti-black racism.
Twitter currently is ranking among the leading social media platforms with 328
million monthly active users and a daily 500 million tweets (Aslam, 2018). This
increasingly growing audience of Twitter demonstrates the virality of events initially
originated on this medium. Other than Facebook where people are interested in building
relationships and keeping in touch with their family members and best friends, Twitter is
more so a public sphere that allows people to stay informed about relevant topics and
events.
News on Twitter
One of the main missions of journalism is to supply the public with news and
information (Gans, 2004). Numerous events happen all around the world that concern the
public, nonetheless gatekeeping narrows the events that become news and eventually
published to the audiences (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001). Professional news organizations
involve subjective choices based on ideologies and policies to determine newsworthy
stories that pass the gate, in which a fraction of the news become available for the public
(White, 1950). In this sense, many news stories of interest to the public disappear due to
the process of gatekeeping. Yet, the rise of new communication technologies has
challenged the established professional norms and values of journalism, such as
gatekeeping (Singer, 2005). Heinrich (2011) argues that “the news sphere has undergone
a shift from a fairly organized, linear news flow structure, to chaotic organization of
information flows produced and disseminated globally by an uncountable number of
information transmitters.” (p. 51). Social media platforms have bypassed the rule of
13

gatekeeping as individuals have access to an abundant amount of news and information.
In addition, researchers suggest that audience members increasingly favor short news
content over lengthy ones (Singer, 2005; Hermida, 2013; Gans, 2004). Social media easyto-use features that simplify content dissemination have facilitated news sharing for both
news organizations and citizens.
Among the first studies that investigated well-established professional norms and
conventions of journalism online was conducted by Singer (2005). Singer examined
journalists’ usage of blogs with an emphasis on nonpartisanship, transparency, and the
gatekeeping role. Results of the content analysis showed that some of the professional
practices of traditional media have shifted but others are challenged by the new
communication environment. Blogging has inspired journalists to diverge from their role
of providing nonpartisan information to express more personal opinions, share their
gatekeeping role by including the audiences’ contribution in their blogs, and being
responsible and transparent to their work by providing links to external websites (Singer,
2005).
Another microblogging platform that has become among the most important
mediums where scoops and breaking news can be published is Twitter. It has developed
as an important tool in the hands of journalists for everyday news reporting (Zeller &
Hermida, 2015). Therefore, stories emerging on Twitter are rapidly becoming resources
for journalists and news organizations (Lariscy, Avery, Sweetser & Howes, 2009). Kwak
et al. (2010) showed that over 85% of trending topics on Twitter were news-related
content, such as headline news or persistent news. This is clearly evident when finding
that there was a number of stories, such as the Bin Laden raid, the royal wedding
14

announcement, Whitney Houston’s death, the Boston bombings, and the Hudson River
plane crash all of which originally broke on Twitter (Reuters, 2011). These breaking
news stories have been initially disseminated through Twitter and then broadcasted
through traditional media platforms. Hence, by 2010, almost all of the top TV channels
and newspapers in the United States had established their official accounts on Twitter
(Messner, Linke & Eford, 2011). The accelerated popularity of Twitter in the news field
has inspired journalism research to examine the use and adoption of this medium by
professional news outlets (e.g., Messner, Linke & Eford, 2011; Hermida, 2013;
Armstrong; Lasorsa, Lewis & Holton, 2012; Armstrong & Gao, 2010; Canter, 2013 &
Russell, Hendricks, Choi & Stephens, 2015). As a result, the emerging body of literature
raised questions about challenges that face professional journalism’s norms and practices,
such as the passive top-down communication approach, and how journalists normalize
the use of Twitter to fit their values and norms.
Another emphasis of journalism research has been on the evolving role of
journalism within social media and the changes occurring in newsgathering,
dissemination, and consumption (Hermida, 2102; Lasorsa, Lewis & Holton, 2012). News
organizations do not use Twitter as a tool to build a networked community with
audiences. Instead, Twitter has been used as a reflection of what is published on their
original sites. Messner, Linke and Eford (2010), found that most news organizations
accounts’ posts on Twitter were headlines with links that drive traffic to their own
websites. Such actions have become an approach to shovel content into Twitter as
another outlet for distribution (Messner, Linke & Eford, 2011). Traditional media, on the
other hand, does not seem to use Twitter in an innovative and skillful way. A content
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analysis of 39 news organizations’ accounts on Twitter found that traditional mainstream
media were only quantitatively heavy users of Twitter with a high number of tweets per
day. However, this usage did not take advantage of using Twitter features, such as
retweet, mention, and like (Engesser & Humprecht, 2015). Therefore, Twitter accounts of
traditional mainstream media are normalizing the usage of Twitter consistently with their
conventions and norms (Lasorsa, Lewis & Holton, 2012). The pressure of professional
norms limits the involvement with ordinary users of Twitter in conversations and
devalues information generated from the Internet. El Gody (2014) examining Egyptian
newspapers’ adoption of social media in news coverage found that they avoid depending
on Internet information in covering stories. In an examination of national and local news
organizations’ Twitter accounts, Armstrong and Gao (2010) revealed that elite
newspapers transferred the traditional approach of one-way communication with
audiences to Twitter. Twitter feeds of mainstream media accounts hardly interact with the
public or include public service news, such as weather hazards or breaking news
(Armstrong & Gao, 2010) and prefer to align with traditional journalistic practices
(Artwick, 2013). Consequently, their Twitter accounts are used as an alternative location
for merely news distribution. Conventional media has no longer been the sole dominant
source in respect to catalyzing discussions (Groshek & Tandoc, 2017). Holcomb, Gross
& Mitchell (2011) analyzed elite newspapers’ Twitter accounts and found that these
accounts were not active in engaging in retweeting, mentioning, and following others.
Professional journalistic practices are found to restrict these accounts from
engaging with Twitter users to gather and create news stories, though the abundance of
information generated on Twitter (Hermida, 2013). Almaskati’s (2012) analysis of six
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mainstream newspapers’ coverage of the 2011 Egyptian revolution indicated that these
newspapers preferred to cite conventional sources rather than social media. During the
Iranian protest in 2009 journalists of traditional media found to rely on traditional sources
instead of a huge number of videos and photos shared by protestors on Twitter (Knight,
2012). Status of news organizations also seems to play a role in how they use Twitter.
Less elite news organizations, for example, were found to be encouraged more due to a
lack of professional norms in normalizing Twitter features during news coverage (Dailey
& Starbird, 2014) and to be transparent in their interactions with citizens (Lasorsa, Lewis
& Holton, 2012), while elite news organizations are more conservative in sharing
opinions with the public (Parmelee, 2013). Elite news organizations are characterized by
a high density of tweets but only a small sample of these tweets shows intentional
engagement with citizens (Verweij & Van Noort, 2014).
Indeed, collaborating with audiences in the news production process relinquishes
the authority and autonomy of traditional media and allows the public to penetrate the
filtering gates (Singer, 2005; Gans, 2004). Nonetheless, sustaining the entrenched norms
on Twitter has made these organizations fall behind in news updates and real-time
coverage (Guo, 2014). Thus, creating collaborative content and normalizing longstanding practices to adjust microblogging is inevitable for traditional media to keep pace
with the rapidly evolving means of communication.
When examining the category of topics news accounts frequently tweet about,
Armstrong and Gao (2010) indicated that news organizations are sustaining traditional
norms and values with crime and public affairs being the most frequent topics. Almost
5% of tweets included breaking news and more than 86% of tweets were to promote
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content on news organizations’ websites. Local and regional media are emphasizing more
in crime, while national media tends to focus more on politics and national news. Local
media tweets seem to be categorized as entertainment and lifestyle-related news. The
researchers also indicated that newspapers tweets were text-only content.
Overall, mainstream media have not yet recognized the importance of employing
new communication technologies to practice journalism innovatively. Well-established
norms and values of journalism inhibit the mainstream media to have a dominant position
regarding news coverage on social media. In contrast, social media has helped propel a
new form of journalism, called citizen journalism, to emerge in which ordinary
individuals are provided with equal information resources as conventional news
organizations. This type of journalism has weakened the traditional top-down form of
communication from media to citizens as they play a role similar to news organizations in
providing and disseminating news. The professional journalistic norms are, in fact,
inconsistent with the evolving communication means, in which news and information are
generated and circulated instantaneously. Professional journalism requires stories and
events to pass through different filters for verification to be eventually published but nonaffiliated journalists on Twitter share news by only clicking a button. In this context, realtime events originally get covered by non-professional or individual journalists.
Citizen Journalism
The boundaries between journalists and citizens are blurring and journalism has
become a collaborative function with a more complex role for journalists (Kovach &
Rosenstiel, 2001). Noguera Vivo (2013) recognized this phenomenon by saying that:
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There is not an easy answer since on Twitter the roles are constantly being
changed: sources become media, media become sources, users become media,
and this sequence would continue because they are all at the same horizontal level
of conversation or active listening (p. 105).
New communication technologies have diminished the hierarchical roles of journalists,
editor, and audience (Lasorsa, Lewis & Holton, 2012). These technologies have provided
citizens with a means of distribution to create and exchange news and information.
Castells (2007) argued, “the diffusion of Internet, mobile communication, digital media,
and a variety of tools of social software have prompted the development of horizontal
networks of interactive communication that connect local and global in chosen time.” (p.
246). Professional journalists are thus no longer the ones who determine what stories are
newsworthy and when they should provide this news. Indeed, the involvement of citizens
in news construction has deinstitutionalized the journalistic function and power dynamics
between journalists and citizens in the online environment (Goode, 2009).
Citizens now are being included in news framework and allowed to significantly
affect the news content (Hermida, 2012). Hermida (2010) labeled this phenomenon as
citizen journalism. He argued, “ambient news has evolved into ambient journalism, as
people contribute to the creation, dissemination, and discussion of news via social media
services such as Twitter.” (p. 5). The environment of social media, significantly Twitter,
has equalized the ability of both ordinary users and professional media in creating and
sharing news stories. Ordinary citizens, or those who are interested in sharing news, have
access to most of the tools in the hand of professional journalism.
Citizen journalists content is believed to adopt innovative practices that aim to
reinvent journalistic work. These innovative practices become a form of audience
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interaction and community building (Harlow & Salaverría, 2016), as well as providing
audiences with content different than what is offered by traditional media (GarciaPerdomo, Salaverria, Kilgo, & Harlow, 2018) resulting in an impact on Twitter (Lasorsa,
Lewis & Holton, 2012). On Twitter, the role of individual journalists has more influence
than news organizations (Bruns, 2012). Twitter users tend to follow non-affiliated
journalists more than news organizations accounts. Engagement with audiences on
Twitter increase credibility and positive expectations of journalists (Gil de Zúñiga, Diehl,
& Ardèvol-Abreu, 2018). An analysis of Twitter posts during the 2011 Egyptian
revolution indicated that independent journalists have more interaction on the
Twittersphere compared to conventional news organizations (Meraz & Papacharissi,
2013). This indicates that non-affiliation with news organizations that reinforce
professional journalistic practices and values on their journalists provides independent
journalists with a freedom and space to engage with the public.
Groshek and Tandoc (2017) examined the coverage of the Ferguson judicial
decision by various news organization and journalists on Twitter. They observed that new
players have emerged leading the flow of information during that event. A reciprocal
manner of journalism was found between non-affiliated or individual journalists and
Twitter users as they follow, mention, and retweet Twitter users’ posts. In other words,
professional news organizations and individual journalists operated differently when
covering the event. Despite the quantified number of followers of legacy news
organizations and journalists accounts, individual journalists were influential during the
coverage. The researchers concluded that the audiences of non-affiliated or individual
journalists’ news accounts on Twitter have been increasing at the expense of traditional
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media news accounts. Legacy news accounts seem to be less active in covering real-time
events. Armstrong and Gao (2010) found that only 5% of legacy news accounts tweets
were breaking news, and more than 86% were promotional content that drives the traffic
to the news organizations’ websites.
The phenomenon of citizen journalism is popular in nondemocratic societies
where mainstream media is still functioning under the government’s authority, but
audiences seek alternative venues of news. Citizen journalism has played a substantial
role in disseminating controversial news and events to global audiences when legacy
media neglect to cover such topics. Independent and non-partisan newspapers are using
new communication technologies to circumvent government control (Elgody, 2014).
Moyo (2014) maintained that citizen journalists should stand with the public’s demands
and work in a deinstitutionalized and de-professionalized environment. Therefore, their
tendency of newsgathering should be determined by the desire of news dissemination
otherwise, professional values would determine the process of news gathering and
sharing (Moyo, 2014). Nevertheless, social, political, and economic conditions can
influence the function of citizen journalism. In authoritarian countries, citizen journalism
might become another form to promote governmental ideologies and discourse
(AlGhazzi, 2014). In China, for example, citizen journalism failed to provide the public
with controversial news and information and, in addition, was found to be exploited by
the mainstream media to enhance extreme nationalistic and xenophobia (Xin, 2010).
Overview of Mass Media in Kuwait
Contextualizing mass media systems requires perceiving the public domain within
which the mass media functions. The degree and extent of media influence are contingent
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upon the nature of the geographical, economic, political and cultural context of the
society. Kuwait is a democratic corporatist state located in the northwestern side of the
Arabian Gulf. It is considered among the smallest countries in the Middle East with an
area of 17,818 kilometers. The state shares maritime and land boundaries with Iraq from
the northwestern and northeastern sides, Saudi Arabia from the southwestern and
southeastern sides, and maritime borders with Iran from the eastern side. The State of
Kuwait declared the end the Britain protectorate and gained its independence in 1961.
The total population of inhabitants is 4.793 million. Approximately, 71% of the
population are non-Kuwaiti residents and 29% are Kuwaiti citizens (Civil information,
2019). Islam and Arabic are the official religion and language in Kuwait. Education is
free for citizens from the primary levels to higher education degrees. This is reflected in
the high literacy rate of 96% among citizens. Kuwaitis are open to global cultures, which
encourages ideological diversity among citizens. This is demonstrated in the Kuwaiti
parliament where members come from diverse political and cultural ideologies.
Parliamentary elections are one of the most important political events in Kuwait. The
parliament, therefore, plays a pivotal role by setting the public agenda (Herb, 2002). In
addition, social institutions and public welfare associations also have a role in influencing
the media (Odine, 2011).
The economy in Kuwait is highly dependent on oil, which is the primary export
product and the Kuwaiti dinar is the world's highest-valued currency. Kuwait is among
the eight richest countries in the world with $69,66 per capita (Civil information, 2019).
Kuwait Investment Authority (KIA) was found in 1953, which specializes in overseas
investments, is the oldest sovereign wealth fund in the world with holdings worth $592
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billion in assets. In Kuwait, citizens and expatriates do not pay taxes that are only applied
to foreign companies.
The Kuwaiti constitution states that the country is a hereditary Emirate with a
constitutional monarchist political system. The power in Kuwait is divided into three
branches: the legislative power, the judicial power, and the executive power. The Emir is
the head of the three powers. Kuwait parliament consists of elected members and
government ministers who are appointed by the Emir-appointed prime minister. What is
unique in Kuwait that distinguishes it from regional countries is its small size and
population, cultural diversity, democratic institutions, political participation,
parliamentary elections, and the constitutionally guaranteed freedom of speech.
Press in the Arab region is divided into three types: the mobilization press, the
loyalist press, and the diverse press (Rugh, 2004). Along with Lebanon, Yemen, and
Morocco, Kuwait is classified under the diverse press categorization. With a diverse
press, newspapers publish news and opinions that are not constantly propagating and
advocating the state or government views.
The constitutionalized principles of freedom of speech in Kuwait have established
a press environment that enjoys a plurality of opinions, competition, and outspokenness
within the press market. The media and press system in Kuwait is often identified as one
of most liberal press systems in the Arab world. Kuwait media system is categorized
among the partially free media systems in the world and it is the only Gulf country
classified in this category. It scored 36 out of 100 in the Freedom House 2019 assessment
(Freedom in the World, 2019). The 1961 press and publication law in Kuwait ensures
freedom of press, publication, and printing and allows criticizing the government and
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members of the ruling family. Nonetheless, the law criminalizes insulting Islam, the
Prophet and his companions, criticizing the Emir’s character, violating public morals,
publishing information that may harm the economy, or relations with other countries
(Alkazemi, Dashti, Kaposi & Duffy, 2018). The 1961 law gave the Ministry of
Information authority to issue or revoke licenses. As a result of this law, five newspapers
enjoyed the oligopoly in the newspaper industry for nearly 45 years. These privatelyowned five newspapers are ran by Kuwaiti elite families and businessmen. The owners
use these newspapers as a tool to influence political agenda (Selvik, 2011). Using these
newspapers, they also criticize many governmental practices but their editorial stances
predominantly respect and support the general policies of the government. Thus, the
relationship between the government and privately-owned newspapers is a mutually
beneficial relationship where the newspapers reflect governmental views and policies. As
a result, the government often subsidizes and advertises in these newspapers so that the
revenue of privately-owned newspapers are highly dependent (Bumetea, 2013).
Nevertheless, under the 1961 law the Kuwaiti press enjoyed a relatively evolved level of
freedom not existing in other Arab countries except Lebanon, Morocco, and Yemen
(Rugh, 2004).
In 2006, the parliament approved a new press and publication law that ended the
government authority to revoke publications. The new law requires a judicial order to
suspend or cancel newspapers’ licenses and the right to appeal in court. Following this
law, the number of newspapers dramatically tripled and several private TV channels were
established. Along with ten government-controlled TV channels, there are approximately
11 privately-owned TV channels that offer diverse political, social, religious, and sport
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content. These significant reforms have boosted Kuwait’s ranking in press freedom.
Loosening press restrictions has opened the door for marginalized groups to voice their
opinions and views on multiple political and social issues. In addition, some members of
the royal family have funded and invested in media industry as an attempt to gain power
and attack competitors (Selvik, 2011). The 2006 press and publication law is relatively
similar to its precedent in most provisions but it enhanced freedom of speech guarantees
as well as requires a judicial order to suspend newspapers, cancel a license, detain a
journalist, and affords one the right to appeal in court.
Citizens in Kuwait were among the pioneers in the region in moving to and
adopting new communication technologies. Kuwaitis highly-rated economic status has
facilitated following latest trends in technology, such as the diffusion rate of smartphones
and Internet penetration among citizens (Aladwani, 2015). Kuwait has the highest
Internet penetration in the Middle East with 98% of the overall population (Internet
Usage in the Middle East, 2019). The introduction of new communication technologies,
such as blogs and SMS has launched new effective ways for citizens in Kuwait to deliver
their voices regarding political issues. Other various political events were also elevated
by blogs and emails. The Orange Movement in 2006 is considered the first movement in
which activists employed blogs and emails in order to coordinate protests. This
movement was managed by activists to challenge corruption in the electoral system
claiming that decreasing the number of electoral districts from 25 to 5 would decrease
pro-government parliament members. Activists succeeded in imposing their political
agenda by reforming the electoral system from 25 to 5 (Alkazemi et al., 2018). The
success of the movement has increased the popularity of social networking sites among
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citizens. While the content of political blogs was focusing on organizing protests and
motivating citizens to participate in the movement, legacy newspapers were against the
movement and underestimated the protests. Some newspapers released mockery cartoons
that portray the movement’s leaders as children (Albloushi & Alfahad, 2009). As a result,
most of Kuwaitis tended to be heavily dependent on social networking sites for
consuming news and political engagement.
Later, with the dramatic growing popularity of Twitter globally and especially in
the Middle East during the Arab Spring, Twitter outperformed other social media outlets
and become an essential part of Kuwaitis’ daily life ranging from news, public debate,
and political participation. Karamet Watan (nation’s dignity) protests that took place in
Kuwait from 2012 to 2014 were organized and coordinated by an anonymous account on
Twitter. The usage of Twitter was successful in motivating more than 150,000 citizens to
protest in the middle of Kuwait City. Twitter was one of the primary sources for news
and information during these protests. Journalists’ coverage of these protests were
indexing more public views from Twitter than official views (Alajmi, 2014).
Many controversial political or social issues have initially been raised on Twitter
sphere, which escalate its importance forcing officials to take necessary measures.
Kuwaiti Twitter users are the most active Twitter users in the Arab region in 2016.
Although Kuwait accounts for 1% of the Arab population, Kuwaitis generate about 30%
of the total Arab postings on Twitter, which is higher than the combined tweets’ volume
of 18 Arab countries (Aladwani, 2015; Mourtada, Salem, Dabbagh, & Gargani, 2011).
Kuwaitis post 4.2 tweets by user per day and have the highest Twitter penetration along
with Bahrain between 2012 and 2014 (Salem, 2017). It is not surprising to mention that
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Kuwait occupied the top position in the world in Twitter penetration followed by
Netherland, the UK, the US respectively (Mocanu, Baronchelli, Perra, Gonçalves, Zhang
& Vespignani, 2013).
Freedom of expression on Twitter in Kuwait was to some extent affected by the
restrictions imposed by parliament. Recent years have demonstrated fluctuations in media
freedom. In an attempt to supervise and censor content of cyberspace, the press and
publication law to date has been modified more than three times since 2006 and new
amendments have been added. In 2012, a Protection of National Unity law was issued.
This law forbids the publication or printing of any material that disrespects any group of
the society, revokes sectarian or tribal seditions, or spreads rumors that incite any means
of expression leading to the aforementioned statement. Those who violate this law are
penalized with a maximum of seven years in prison and a minimum fine of $36,000.
In 2015, Kuwait parliament ratified a cybercrime law that was primarily drafted to
combat crimes on digital media because of the legislative deficiency over content on
cyberspace. This law applied most of the 2006 press and publication law prohibitions to
content over digital media. The Cybercrime Law has been widely condemned by many
local public associations and international journalism organizations as it restricts the right
of online free speech, contradicts international law, and contains excessively broad
restrictions (Kuwait: Cybercrime Law a Blow to Free Speech, 2015). For example,
Article 4 criminalizes any attempt on the Internet that would prejudice public morality
without classifying what is prejudicial to public morality (Freedom in the World , 2019).
On the other hand, supporters of this law argue that it has been issued to regulate content
over the Internet and define what might be addressed as a criminal act. The law itself
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complemented Kuwait’s commitment with the Arab States convention to combat
cybercrime.
With less than a year of issuing the Cybercrime law, parliament also drafted a
new Electronic Media law in 2016 that regulates all internet-based publications including
newspapers, social media accounts, and website polls. This law indicates that all
newspapers, news services, website polls that want to operate on social media or on the
Internet in general are required to acquire a license from the Ministry of Information. The
law states that anyone who wants to apply to the above mentioned sites or accounts on
social media should be a citizen, over 21 years old, and not convicted of a previous
felony, or honor violating crime. The applicant should provide names of the responsible
manager, employees, and purpose of the facility. Also, the responsible manager must not
be managing other licensed sites or news service. The law criminalizes publishing news
regarding official secret communications, agreements, and treaties concluded by the
government before publishing them in the official gazette, except by a special permission
from the concerned ministry (Law No. 8 of 2016 regarding the regulation of electronic
media, 2016). This controversial law caused a division in the public between supporters
and opponents. Government officials asserted that this law was not applicable to personal
accounts on social media. Additionally, they stated that the development of new
communication technologies, where expedited proliferation of news and information is
circulating in the absence of a legislative framework regulating the practice of electronic
journalism, forced the government to vote in favor of this law. In their assertion, they
made the point that freedom of speech is guaranteed and the law was drafted to only
regulate content over the Internet. On the other side, opponents of the law claimed that
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the government was attempting to tighten control over social media content instead of
issuing laws toward more freedom of expression’s guarantees (Boumedouha, 2016).
In conclusion, applying these restrictive laws to a limited degree has diminished
the margin of freedom of expression on social media, particularly Twitter. The
Cybercrime Combating Department in the Kuwait Interior Ministry stated that it handled
more than 3,500 cases in 2017 from Twitter (Aldabbas, 2018). As a result, diversity and
the audacity of news are curbed and covering or discussing controversial issues are
avoided due to these strict sanctions. The boundaries between what is considered a
criminal act and what is not are blurred because these laws are broadly drafted. The
ratified laws have brought back the government’s heavy hand approach over news
publication. Nonetheless, the easiness of news publication and circulation on Twitter has
increased chaotic manifestations, like unprofessional and unethical practices of
journalism. One of these manifestations is the spread of unethical reporting, rumors and
fake news due to the lack of rules that regulate content on Twitter. Hence, the
government regulations on web-based news circulation is an attempt to protect the public
from consuming such news.
Citizen Journalism in Kuwait
Researchers define a citizen journalist as an individual with no news institutional
bonds who is interested in contributing to the circulation of news and information on the
web-based communication. Citizens’ participation in publishing a new pattern of news
production online has contributed to the emergence of what is called alternative
journalism. In response to the Arab Spring protests in most of the Middle East countries,
the phenomena of citizen journalism has emerged to deliver event-driven news to social
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media users. In Kuwait, citizen journalism has developed into an alternative form of
journalistic practice encouraged by the deinstitutionalized environment of Twitter.
Besides this occurrence, the structure and features of Twitter are believed to alternate the
habits of news consumption of audience members to prefer brief information about
events and issues (Hermida, 2013). As a result, several citizen journalists have
appropriated their Twitter profiles as alternative news accounts to be delivering newsonly content for followers.
Unlike traditional newspapers that are constrained by entrenched principles and
professional verifications that lead to lagged news coverage, alternative news accounts
take advantage of Twitter by becoming frontrunners and more responsive in news
updates and real-time coverage. As Twitter is the sole medium for the alternative news
accounts to deliver news, it is believed that they employ Twitter features, such as retweet,
like, and reply to develop bonds with followers in order to become news-hub accounts to
attract consumers (Zeller & Hermida, 2015). Alternative news accounts on Twitter
challenge giant news organizations as they cover and break stories that traditional
newspapers Twitter accounts have always ignored and deemphasized. Western research,
however, finds similarity in topics covered by both traditional newspapers and alternative
journalists (Fico, Lacy, Wildman, Baldwin, Bergan & Zube, 2013; Fröhlich, Quiring &
Engesser, 2012).
Nowadays, there is an autonomous growth and popularity of Kuwaiti alternative
news accounts on Twitter with variation in rank, news diversity, number of followers,
and users interaction. Even though the Twitter platform is an environment where
deceitful posts and fake news are instantaneously disseminated by many news accounts,
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the recent Electronic Media Law, which came into effect in 2016, enforces alternative
news accounts on Twitter to obtain licenses from the Ministry of Information to avoid
legal accountability. It is claimed that the Electronic Media Law is used as a legal
framework to threaten and diminish news and information deliberation on Twitter. Thus,
such laws are believed to give advantage to traditional newspapers to hegemonize news
circulation on Twitter as their professional journalism practices do not violate the laws.
The alternative news accounts also seek to ensure thoroughness and accuracy in their
news coverage and thereby avoid publishing fake or unsourced news, which in turn
increases the credibility of these news accounts’ information. In fact, the existence of
these accounts can to some extent objectify legacy newspapers’ content which tends to
show government orientation.
The alternative news accounts have gained momentum and influence in news
production by becoming a rich source of information and contributing to the circulation of
information on Twitter. Some view the phenomena of the alternative news accounts as a
substitute to the established traditional newspapers, while others perceive it as an addition
to the diversity of sources that cover and interpret issues from a different angle. Today, it
has become common for the public in Kuwait to reference one of the alternative news
accounts in discussing current issues. The alternative news accounts are more flexible in
incorporating the public contribution in their news coverage by using public-created videos
and photos. Compared to traditional newspapers accounts on Twitter, the alternative news
accounts generally have more followers. This large number of followers might be due to
the public-related type of news they cover, integration of the public in their news stories
production, or public dissatisfaction with news presented from traditional newspapers.
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CHAPTER III – THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The Evolution of Agenda Setting Theory
Agenda Setting Theory is among the most utilized theories to understand the
relationship between media and its ability to set the public agenda. It is one of the main
theories that shifted the effects paradigm of media from minimal to powerful under
certain circumstances effects (Bryant & Miron, 2004; McCombs, 2004). Agenda Setting
has been referenced in more than 9000 English-written studies since 1972 to 2015.
Having been examined in different areas of study, such as politics, social issues,
environment and health, technology and science, and international issues, Agenda Setting
is considered a pioneer theory in the field of communication (Kim, Kim & Zhou, 2017,
Scholar, 2018).
This theory is interested in examining the interrelationship between media
platforms and the public, or those exposed to these platforms, and their ability in setting
agendas that the public find interesting. The basic assumption of Agenda Setting is that
salience can transfer from media outlets to the public. Media coverage cannot include all
issues that take place in society; therefore, media outlets select certain issues by devoting
more emphasis on them. Thus, these issues are ranked as more important than others and
less emphasized topics are neglected and do not become part of the news (McCombs &
Shaw, 1972; DeFleur & Dennis, 2002). Theoretical origins of Agenda Setting are
attributed to Walter Lippmann in his book Public Opinion (1922) when he discussed the
theory without naming it. He posits that:
Looking back we can see how indirectly we know the environment in which
nevertheless we live. We can see that the news of it comes to us now fast, now
slowly; but that whatever we believe to be a true picture, we treat as if it were the
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environment itself. It is harder to remember that about the beliefs upon which we
are now acting, but in respect to other peoples and other ages we flatter ourselves
that it is easy to see when they were in deadly earnest about ludicrous pictures of
the world (1922, p. 1).

Lippmann suggests that people’s behavior is a response to a pseudo-environment, or the
environment that is shaped by pictures’ in people’s minds. The point of Lippmann’s
argument is that media has the ability to construct people’s perception and hence form
public opinion. In fact, this book was written during the uniform influence of mass
communication when people were assumed to respond in a somewhat uniform manner.
Later, Lippmann’s idea was disregarded when the uniform effect of media was changed
to the favor of minimal or selective effect because mass communication scholars had not
addressed indications of the media’s power on the audience (McCombs & Reynolds).
Likewise, mass communication theorists at that time accepted this idea believing that
individuals are different in perceiving and interpreting media content due to
psychological differences and social factors. (Severin & Tankard, 2001; Defleur, 2010).
Another study that predicted the development of Agenda Setting Theory was of
Erie County in 1940 (McCombs, 2005). This study was conducted in Erie County, Ohio
and aimed to analyze the presidential campaign speeches and other political messages
made by newspapers and magazines. The researchers followed up on the opinions of their
sample before and during the election campaign. They found that voters’ opinion
formation process is not an individual but a collective process because people who live in
similar social conditions have common interests, feelings, and needs that are reflected in
their opinions, attitudes, and politics, all of which are related to the person, or the party
that they support. The researchers also observed that the sample’s members were
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engaging in discussions and interpersonal communication within their social groups
which became an effective factor in the formation of the voters’ decisions rather than the
media, as was hypothesized. The study also revealed the presence of individuals within
each social group who were distinguished from the others as being more connected to
mass media platforms, such as newspapers, magazines, and radio. Additionally, such
individuals, or opinion leaders, were more interested in following-up these platforms and
transferring content to the rest of the social groups to which they belong. As a result, the
researchers found that many respondents did not directly get their information from the
media, but obtained it through direct communication with opinion leaders within their
social groups. Hence, there was an indirect effect of media on citizens’ voting behavior
(Defleur, 2010).
Later in the 1960s as media effects continued evolving, the idea of Lippmann and
powerful effect resurfaced but with a new model. This new form called moderate but not
powerful was shown to be reinvigorate the importance and power of mass
communication especially when Bernard Cohen posited that “the press may not be
successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful
in telling its readers what to think about” (1963, p. 13). In addition, Lang and Lang (1966)
observed that:
The mass media force attention to certain issues. They build up public images of
political figures. They are constantly presenting objects suggesting what
individuals in the mass should think about, know about, have feelings about (p.
468).

McCombs and Shaw coined the term Agenda Setting in their Chapel Hill study in
1968. They were the first to empirically examine the idea of Lippmann and Cohen. They
34

sought to compare the salient issues of both media outlets and the public. This seminal
study was conducted in Chapel Hill, NC from September 12th until October 6th. To test
the hypothesis of Agenda Setting, McCombs and Shaw combined two research methods.
A randomly selected 100 participants were interviewed. The participants were those who
had not committed to whom they would vote and thus able to be influenced by campaign
information. Participants were asked to list the important issues of the political
campaigns based on their own opinions. McCombs and Shaw also content analyzed mass
media outlets that the participants were exposed to and coded them into categories. The
content analysis included: Durham Morning Herald, Durham Sun, Raleigh News and
Observer, Raleigh Time, New York Times, Time, Newsweek, and NBC and CBS evening
news (1972, p. 178). The researchers hypothesized that mass media sets the agenda of the
public in the presidential election. They proposed that “[The voters] apparently learn…in
direct proportion to the emphasis placed on the campaign issues by the mass media.”
(1972. p. 177).
A strong positive correlation (r > .9) was found between issues mass media
placed an emphasis on and respondents’ responses on the most important issues. In other
words, the frequency of issues nominated by respondents was highly correlated with the
frequency of the same issues appearing in the mass media. This groundbreaking study
gave birth to an original theory in the field of mass communication. According to
Takeshita (2005) “it is an indigenous theory born from this field of research (mass
communication), not from other disciplines, such as sociology, psychology, or political
science." (p. 291). Results of this study have shifted media influence from behavioral and
affective levels to the cognitive level. The concept of Agenda Setting rejects the
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persuasion perspective and suggests that cognitive factors are responsible for setting
issues agenda (Kosicki, 1993). The first phase of Agenda Setting was distinguished by
studies on salience transfer from media agenda to public agenda, or the influence on what
the public thinks about.
Since the seminal study of Agenda Setting, studies had subsequently continued to
examine the transfer of salience. A study conducted in (1973) by Funkhouser using a
year-by-year analysis for 14 issues from 1960 to 1970 examining the agenda of media
and public in the entire of the U.S. For the analysis, fourteen issues were examined in
three weekly news magazines—Newsweek, Time, and U.S News—regarding the topics of
published articles. The researcher then rank-ordered the public agenda by asking
Americans to address the most important issue facing the county. Interestingly enough,
the results of this study were identical to what McCombs and Shaw found. Media agenda
and public agenda were highly correlated. However, this study unintentionally examined
Agenda Setting in the aggregate level; while, the McCombs and Shaw study was
examined in only one community, Chapel Hill. Another study conducted in Kentucky
(1975) also examined the salience transfer from media to public during local election.
Tipton and his colleagues investigated the gubernatorial and mayoral elections of 1971 in
Lexington. They hypothesized that the issues’ salience of the public would be a reflection
of the frequent coverage of issues in media. The relationship between media and public
salience was found to be correlated.
In order to legitimize and strengthen their 1972 study and to indicate the causal
order of the relationship between media and public salience, Shaw and McCombs
conducted a similar study in Charlotte (1977) using a larger sample than their previous
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study as well as a longitudinal survey design with cross-lagged correlation. Respondents
of the study were interviewed three times during the presidential campaign. The aim of
this study was to correlate the issue salience of the public with the issues that gained most
of the coverage in the Charlotte Newspaper and two national television news programs.
They hypothesized that there would be a correlation between media agenda in time one
and respondents’ agenda in time two. Finally, Shaw and McCombs’ results indicated that
the newspaper set the agenda of the public in later time rather than the other way around.
Since the landmark study of Agenda Setting, scholars of mass communication
revolved around three hypotheses of the relationship between media salience and public
salience: media outlets have the supremacy to set the public agenda, media agenda is a
reflection of public opinion, and both media and the public, in general, strengthen each
other’s issues (Kovačić, 1997). Given the significance of Agenda Setting Theory, it has
evolved through six stages: first-level of Agenda Setting, second-level of Agenda Setting,
need for orientation, agenda building, and intermedia Agenda Setting, and third-level of
Agenda Setting (Lee, 2005; McCombs, 2018). Agenda Setting research, in the past
twenty years, concentrates in one or two of these phases. The emphasis of the first level
Agenda Setting is the salience transfer. In other words, it is interested in the attention
devoted to an object or issue from media, which in turn transfers to the public and
becomes salient in their agenda. Therefore, the object is not only limited to politics, but it
could include “public issues, political candidates, public institutions or competing brands
of goods” (McCombs & Ghanem, 2001). All the above mentioned studies (McCombs &
Shaw, 1972; Funkhouser, 1973; Shaw & McCombs, 1977; Tipton, Haney & Baseheart,
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1975) centralize the first-level of Agenda Setting in which the key question was whether
the mass media sets the public agenda.
Need For Orientation
One of the main reasons beyond the transfer of salience from media to the public
is need of orientation as identified by previous Agenda Setting literature (Miller, 2005;
Lowery & DeFleur, 1995; Coleman, McCombs, Shaw & Weaver, 2009). In the seminal
study of Agenda Setting Theory, McCombs and Shaw (1972) noticed that Agenda Setting
was effective with undecided voters during the 1968 presidential election. The need for
orientation is “a psychological explanation for why people engage in information seeking
and why some people are susceptible to Agenda Setting effects while others are not”
(Matthes, 2007, p. 440). This psychological view of explaining Agenda Setting effect
originated from cognitive utilitarian theories of motivation (Weaver, 1980). According to
McCombs and Reynolds (2009) “there are individual differences in the need for orienting
cues to an issue and in the need for background information about an issue” (p. 8). An
individual’s need for orientation drives them to use mass media, which in turn prompts
the Agenda Setting effect (McCombs & Weaver, 1973).
The concept need for orientation is categorized into two types: relevance and
uncertainty. Relevance is how relevant the issue is to an individual. For instance,
individuals would not pay attention or listen to an issue or object if they do not find it
relevant. On the other hand, uncertainty is how uncertain an individual is regarding an
issue. When individuals who know about a specific issue, no further information is
needed and hence the issue would be irrelevant. High relevance leads to high or low
uncertainty, which in turn results in a high or moderate need for orientation. Low
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relevance leads to low need for orientation (McCombs & Weaver, 1973). Thus,
individuals who have need for orientation, high level of uncertainty, and a high level of
relevance are likely to be the most susceptible to the media’s agenda. In contrast,
individuals with a moderate level of uncertainty and relevance are more susceptible to
media agenda than those with a low level of uncertainty and relevance (Weaver, 1991). In
an effort to better understand the psychological concept of Agenda Setting, Zucker
(1978) developed a study that aimed to examine differences among individuals
concerning media influence. He was the first to use the term “issue obtrusiveness,” which
is a direct experience an individual has with an issue. Zucker hypothesized that “less
direct experience the people have with a given issue area, the more they will rely on the
news media for information and interpretation in that area" (1978, p. 227). He performed
a content analysis of television news and compared it with survey data. The results
showed that media agenda would appeal easily to the public when it includes unobtrusive
issues. Also, the public will depend on media for issues that they have less experience
with. He concluded that people live in two worlds: “the first is bounded by the limits of
the direct experience of an individual and his acquaintances. The second spans the world,
bounded only by the decisions of news reporters and editors” (1978, p. 239).
Other scholars (Yagade & Dozier, 1990) presented issues as concrete or abstract.
The concept of abstractness is quite different than obtrusiveness. In essence,
obtrusiveness is the extent to which an issue is difficult to comprehend. Both
obtrusiveness and abstractness of an issue diminish the effect of media agenda. Concrete
issues are those topics easy to comprehend by the public. The researchers hypothesized
that “the amount of media coverage affects the perceived salience of concrete issues,
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while the amount of media coverage does not affect the perceived salience of abstract
issues.” (p. 6). In their study, the researches use some concrete issues—drug abuse and
energy—as well as abstract issues—nuclear arms and budget deficit to compare data.
From a content analysis of Time magazine and a questionnaire, results indicated that
media agenda transfers to the public with concrete issues. In contrast, abstract issues only
reduced the effect of media agenda.
Second-Level Agenda Setting
The second-level Agenda Setting focuses on the characteristics and attributions of
the object. The media emphasis on a particular attribute over other attributes of an object
or issue can alter the audience’s perception of this object, or issue. Simply put, a salience
attribute of an object that the media focus on transfers and becomes salient in the public’s
mind. Hence, it influences how issues or objects are understood. According to McCombs
(2014, p. 70) an issue: “... has numerous attributes, those characteristics and properties
that fill out the picture of each object. Just as objects vary in salience, so do the attributes
of each object.” Therefore, mass media not only tell people what to think about (object
salience), they also tell people how to think about it (attribute salience) (McCombs &
Shaw, 1972). An object’s attributes transfer to the audience over the use of first-level of
Agenda Setting (Takeshita, 2005). Objects in Agenda Setting Theory have different
attributes, which can include framing mechanisms (prominence of an object), cognitive
attributes (information and meaning of an object), and affective attributes (emotional
responses and tone of the coverage of the object) (McCombs, Llamas, Lopez-Escobar &
Rey, 1997; Craft & Wanta, 2004; Ghanem, 1997). The application of the second level of
Agenda Setting helps to understand the traits and characteristics of public figures in
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media coverage that transfer to the public. As a matter of fact, the process of attribute
transfer is much more complex than the salience transfer (Golan & Wanta, 2001).
Among the first studies examining attribute agenda were conducted by Beceker &
McCombs (1978) and Weaver, Graber, McCombs and Eyal (1981). The former study
investigated the agenda of attributes in Newsweek and New York Democratic voters’
perceptions of their party’s candidates during the presidential election in 1976. The study
found that there was a high correlation of attributes between Newsweek and voters. This
is also consistent with the second study that indicated correspondence between the
attributes agenda of Chicago Tribune and Illinois voters’ attributes agenda of Jimmy
Carter and Jerry Ford. Even though these studies had evidence of attribute agenda
transfer, they lacked conceptualization of second-level Agenda Setting (McCombs,
Llamas, Lopez-Escobar & Rey, 1997).
In fact, one of the first studies that conceptually addressed the second-level term
was conducted by McCombs, Llamas, Lopez-Escobar, and Rey (1997) in Spain during
the 1995 regional and municipal election. The focus was on TV news, newspaper, and
political advertising and their overall impact on the perception of political candidates by
voters. It examined both the substantive (cognitive) and affective dimensions of
attributes. The substantive attributes were defined as the ideology and positions in public
issues, qualifications and experience, personality and personal characteristics. The
affective attributes were whether the candidates were presented positively, neutral, or
negatively. The study concluded that there was a correspondence between what is
exhibited in media and the perception of voters about political candidates. They
concluded that the strongest influence on voters was the affective attributes. Additionally,
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the study proved that there is an international second-level Agenda Setting. Affective
attributes proved to be stronger in effect than cognitive attributes (McCombs, Llamas,
Lopez-Escobar & Rey, 1997; Kiousis, Bantimaroudis, & Ban, 1999; Wu & Coleman,
2009).
Golan and Wanta (2001) examined cognitive and affective attributes in the
coverage of George Bush and John McCain during the New Hampshire primary in 2000
in three regional newspapers. They compared the content of these three newspapers about
Bush and McCain with people’s responses concerning their perceptions about the
candidates. They found that the media was successful in transferring cognitive attributes,
such as “will cut taxes” and “best chance to win” more than transferring affective
attributes. Voters were more likely to learn by the coverage of the information and traits
of the candidates than affective attributes. Another study by Wanta, Golan, and Lee
(2004) examined the influence of newscast coverage of foreign countries on affective
attributes of Americans. The analysis examined whether positive or negative coverage of
foreign countries would transfer to influence how Americans view these countries. The
findings supported the second-level Agenda Setting. Countries that received negative
coverage were negatively viewed by respondents. Newscasts affective attributes,
especially negative attributes, were successful in influencing the public opinion regarding
how certain countries should be perceived. However, positive coverage of countries by
newscasts had no influence on public agenda. Therefore, positive attributes do not affect
the transfer of salience attributes from the media to the public as much as negative
attributes (Wu & Coleman, 2014).
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Rather than analyzing the effect of verbal information attributes on public
opinion, Coleman and Banning (2006) examined whether candidates’ nonverbal (visual)
attributes on media correspond with the public’s impression of candidates. To do so, they
conducted a content analysis on three major network television channels regarding
portrayals of George Bush and Al Gore during the presidential campaigns of 2000. For
public agenda, researchers also involved survey data organized during the 2000
campaign. Results indicated correspondence between visual attributes of Bush and Al
Gore on media outlets and the audience’s impressions of them. Media exposure to the
visual portrayals of the candidates affected the public’s evaluation and feelings toward
the candidates. Coleman and Banning concluded that “in the era of television politics,
there is a growing trend of style over substance, personality over issues, and emotion over
information” (p. 313). This view is also supported by Wu and Coleman (2009) who found
that candidates’ attributes presented in the mass media during the 2004 U.S. presidential
election of John Kerry and George Bush significantly influenced voting intentions of the
public. From this perspective, negative attributes of media agenda possessed more power
to transfer candidates’ attributes to the public.
Besides the positive, neutral, and negative dimensions, emotions are another
affective attribute found to impact the audience’s thinking of issues. It has been supported
in other research that involving arousal emotions in content leads to an increase in
content efficacy because it aids in memory recall of issues (Lang, Dhillon, & Dong,
1995). In an attempt to reveal the effect of emotional valence on audiences’ thinking of
candidates, Coleman and Wu (2010) employed emotions as an affect to examine its
power and valence by correlating the emotional agenda (visual) of three news programs
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alongside the public’s emotional perceptions toward the 2004 presidential candidates.
They concluded that visual emotions presented in TV programs had a significant
influence on viewers’ impressions toward candidates. The public’s emotional perceptions
of candidates were found to be identical with those emotional attributes viewed in news
programs. Therefore, Agenda Setting effect is stronger in emotions than cognitive
attributes, such as integrity and honesty.
Inter-Media Agenda Setting
Instead of examining the source of public salience, this phase focuses on agenda
transfer from one media outlet to another. Recent Agenda Setting research has indicated
that elite news media outlets set or influence the news agenda of minor news outlets.
Issues covered by major news media were observed to have frequent coverage from small
media outlets, which is known as Intermedia Agenda Setting (McCombs, 2005;
McCombs & Shaw, 1993). The First-level of Intermedia Agenda Setting is the transfer of
issues among news networks; whereas second-level is the transfer of issue attributes. The
dependent variable of Intermedia Agenda Setting is the issues and attributes of media
agenda, which differs from the dependent variable of first-level and second-level Agenda
Setting.
Earlier literature of Intermedia Agenda Setting compared the news agenda of
national agencies and daily newspapers. Gold and Simmons (1965) revealed that wire
service had influenced news agenda of local newspapers stories, which is in accordance
with the hypothesis of Intermedia Agenda Setting. Elsewhere, ABC’s coverage of drugrelated killings was found to be influenced by The New York Times’s coverage during
1985-1986 (Danielian & Reese, 1989). Roberts and McCombs (1994) even found
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Intermedia Agenda Setting effect in political advertisements during the 1990 Texas
gubernatorial election between newspapers and television news programs. In the era of
traditional media, The New York Times was discovered to have a role in Intermedia
Agenda Setting. At that time, The New York Times was the leader in determining news
and stories across the U.S (Gilberg, Eyal, McCombs & Nicholas, 1980). Golan (2006)
went further and pointed out evidence of Intermedia Agenda Setting between The New
York Times and international newscasts. Following the study, a significant correlation
was found between the morning news of The New York Times and evening news of ABC,
NBC, and CBS programs.
In addition to the transfer of news agenda, Lopez, Llamas, McCombs, and Rey
Lennon (1998) found transmission of attributes agenda among news media. They
examined the 1995 Spanish election and found that attributes in political advertising of
candidates, such as personality, tone, and ideology affected attributes of those candidates
in newspapers and network news programs. With the introduction of the Internet, the
focus has shifted to the effect of Intermedia Agenda Setting between the agenda of
traditional media and news media outlets. In a comparison of agendas between traditional
media and blogs, Meraz (2011) found that traditional media played no role in setting the
agenda of blogs. Instead, left-leaning blogs were able to set traditional media’s online
agenda. From this understanding, the Internet is shown to possess the capacity to rule the
flow of information and influences setting the agenda of traditional media (Ku, Kaid, &
Pfau, 2003). Wallsten (2007) in an examination of traditional media and online platforms
found that there was a reciprocal agenda effect between blogs and The New York Times.
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With the potentially diminished role of traditional media on the public, traditional
media has been influenced by discussions on social media (Wallsten, 2007; Meraz,
2009). For example, Kushin (2010) examined Intermedia Agenda Setting effect between
Twitter and the The New York Times webpage and found evidence of influence from
Twitter to The New York Times. On the other hand, Sweetser, Golan and Wanta (2008)
conducted a cross-lagged correlation between campaign blogs agenda of both Bush and
Kerry and broadcast networks agenda during the 2004 U.S. presidential election with
different findings. The study provided evidence of Intermedia Agenda Setting by
demonstrating that traditional media are still eligible to set the agenda of blogs that
played a passive role in the study.
Third-Level Agenda Setting
Traditionally, Agenda Setting assumes that news and information’s transmission
from the media to the public is both discrete and linear. As the theoretical focus of
Agenda-Setting has been developing in response to the evolving nature of mass
communication, the focus moved from only investigating salient topics and attributes to
analyzing how topics and attributes simultaneously transfer in a networked bundle from
the media to the public. That is, the new perspective of Agenda Setting research is
answering Lippmann’s historical question: What are the pictures in our heads? The aim
of this theoretical approach is to identify components of the pictures in the audience’s
heads. Therefore, the media not only tells people what and how to think about objects and
attributes, but also how to link these objects and attributes with each other. In response to
news and information about an issue, the cognitive processes of an individual generate
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network-like pictures composed of various attributes of the issue (Vu, Guo & McCombs,
2012).
Roots of the third-level of Agenda Setting model is borrowed from the associative
network model (Anderson, 1983) which views knowledge or information as a group of
nodes linked to each other and varying in strength. Findings of studies applying the NAS
model confirmed the effect of the third-level Agenda Setting with different data. For
instance, Guo and McCombs (2011) were the first to examine assumptions of the thirdlevel of Agenda Setting model. They compared networks of the media and the public
agenda of Texas political candidate attributes in two elections. They found that networks
significantly correlated with each other (r = .67). The model also found support when
applied to Inter-media Agenda Setting by Vu, Guo, and McCombs (2012). They found
that the salience of networked news agendas are able to transfer among different media
platforms.
The network Agenda Setting model emerged to be compatible with the
application of social media to examine the Agenda Setting Theory. In social media,
researchers can allocate millions of posts that discuss a specific topic with various
attributes. Therefore, this model provides researchers with a thorough image of an issue
and the interrelationships of its attributes (Wang, 2016).
Media Salience on Twitter
Salience has been the instrumental measurement for Agenda Setting since the
inaugural study of Chapel Hill. Agenda Setting scholarship examines two categories of
salience: media salience and public salience. As a whole, it measures the salience of
certain issues on media and the salience of the same issues in the public. The more
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appearances of an issue on the news, the more salient the issue becomes in the public’s
perceptions (McCombs & Reynolds, 2002). These salient issues on media and the public
are called media agenda and public agenda. In accordance with the Agenda Setting core
concepts of what issues to think about (first-level) and how to think about it (secondlevel), many Agenda Setting scholars have come to different conclusions as how to
conceptualize media salience, which in turn transfers to become public salience. This
theoretical concept is a multidimensional construct that has been used to indicate
relevance, conspicuousness, importance, and interest (Evatt, 1997).
The study of salience is an interest of scholars across several fields of human
science, such as psychology, communication, and political science (Kiousis, 2004).
Scholars have different conceptions of salience and it has been defined as an internal or
external factor of an issue or object (Kiousis, 2004). As an external factor, salience is
conceptualized as the extent to which an object arises to be distinguished in relation to
other objects in its surrounding (e.g., Fiske & Taylor, 1991; McArthur, 1981). Salience is
broadly examined in the study of perception and cognition in psychology. Augoustinos
and Walker (1995) recognize salience as “the extent to which a stimulus, or referent
object in the surrounding situation, stands out from other stimuli, or from other aspects of
the situation” (p. 86). Borrowing from the Gestalt perspective, Sullins (1989) explains
that “. . . one of the most important determinants of ‘attention-gettingness’ is perceptual
salience, the extent to which stimulus stands out relative to its surroundings” (p. 584).
Consequently, the external surroundings of an object are an instrumental dimension in
recognizing the object.
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Another perspective conceptualizes salient as the internal characteristics that
determine how salience is perceived based on experience with an object (Edelstein,
1993). For example, Carter (1965) distinguished between salience and pertinence.
Salience is how relative the object is to an individual (experience), whilst pertinence is
how an individual identifies an object (Edelstein, 1993). Drawing on Carter’s theoretical
explication, Cutlip, Center and Broom (1994) explain that “salience indicates how
individuals feel about an object, independent about the situation, whereas pertinence
depends on how the individual defines the situation” (p. 247-249). Other scholars have
incorporated both internal and external dimensions in conceptualizing salience. Manheim
(1986), for instance, indicates three dimensions of media agenda: visibility, valence, and
audience salience. Visibility indicates the external dimensions of salience: attention and
prominence. Kiousis (2004) also identifies three dimensions of media agenda—attention
and prominence (external) and valence (internal)—by examining eight main issues during
the 2000 presidential election. Most of Agenda Setting research has examined attention:
the sheer volume of news dedicated to a specific issue. Additionally, prominence focuses
on size, placement of the topic, amount of time, and appearance. Lastly, valence is
characterized by tone of the topic (McCombs, 2005). Hence, the current study will focus
on attention, prominence, and valence for measuring media and public salience.
Attention (Visibility). Attention has been one of the predominant methods
utilized to examine media salience (e.g., Palmgreen & Clarke, 1977; Gilberg, Eyal,
McCombs, & Nicholas, 1980; Atwood, Sohn, & Sohn, 1978; Burns, 1998; Dalton, Beck
& Huckfeldt, 1998). This construct is basically the sheer volume of news devoted to a
certain topic on media outlets. Dearing and Rogers (1996) contended that “the number of
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news stories measures the relative salience of an issue on the media agenda” (p.18). In an
analysis of fourteen issues, Funkhouser (1973) evaluated the salient topics in three
weekly magazines in the entire U.S. This view is supported by the Charlotte study that
(1977) concentrated on the dimension of attention by examining the frequent coverage
devoted to issues in Charlotte Newspaper and two national television news programs.
Furthermore, Bantimaroudis, Zyglidopoulos and Symeou (2010) employed the dimension
of attention to scrutinize the popularity of creek museums. The researchers hypothesized
that the more visibility of a museum in media outlets, the more likely the museum is to
receive more visitors. In addition, Benton and Frazier (1976) measured the number of
economic stories in newspapers, television, and news magazines in Minneapolis to
indicate the attention media dedicated to the issue of economy. Attention as an indicator
of salience has also been studied in second-level Agenda Setting research. Beceker and
McCombs (1978) studied the salient cognitive attributes of Democratic candidates in the
party voters’ perception. They found that voters’ view of candidates was consistent with
media coverage. In a similar procedure for tracking presidential candidates’ news,
Weaver, Graber, McCombs, and Eyal (1981) indicated a cross-lagged correlation
between media agenda and the public impressions of candidates. In her inquiry of crime
in news coverage, Ghanem (1996) found that crime news was salient in both media
agenda and public agenda. Thirteen attributes of crime coverage were discovered to have
a positive correlation with public perceptions of crime. Maher (1995) studied pollution
causes in Austin, Texas. He examined causes leading to pollution as presented in local
newspapers and indicated a correlation between media salient causes and what the public
perceives as causes of pollution. Moreover, Coleman and Banning (2006) also came to
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the same results positing that the visual attributes of candidates on network channels were
parallel with what people perceived as important.
Measuring salience at the attention level has also continued to be instrumental in
online media. After the adoption of online tools by political campaigns and the public as
a means to communicate with people and discuss relevant occurrences, various studies
have drawn upon Intermedia Agenda Setting to examine news circulation between
traditional media and newer websites and blogs (e.g. Wallasten, 2007; Meraz, 2009;
Sweetser, Golan, & Wanta, 2008; Meraz, 2011; Russell Neuman, Guggenheim, Mo Jang
& Bae, 2014). Ku, Kaid, and Pfau (2003) initiated a research project to examine
Intermedia Agenda Setting among candidates’ websites, TV news, and newspapers. They
tracked issues by identifying the top ten frequented issues and related words. Findings
showed a mutual relationship between candidates’ websites agenda and newspapers’
agenda. A similar study (Hansen & Benoit, 2001) on candidates’ websites utilized the
attention approach to quantify dominant issues replicated in the public agenda. Moreover,
Segev (2008) investigated salient issues and countries listed on Google News. The
researcher examined the top 20 news articles of Google World News on a daily basis
during a six month period. The findings showed that the U.S. was the dominant country
mentioned on the news and the issues of nuclear and the Iraqi war were the salient issues
appearing on Google News.
Scholars have also studied the attention dimension of issues as an indicator of
media salience. In a study that investigated the extent to which traditional media have
driven or followed social media in salient events, Sayre, Bode, Shah, Wilcox and Shah
(2010) examined the sheer volume of content assigned to the Proposition 8 case in
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Google News, YouTube videos, as well as top daily California newspapers. The study
indicated a reciprocal relationship during the examined period where YouTube videos
influenced news coverage of this case after the 2008 presidential election and during the
Supreme court decision, whilst traditional media was more influential before the election.
In comparing Twitter trendy topics to CNN headline news and Google Search and
Trends, Kwak, Lee, Park, and Moon (2010) indicated that CNN preceded Twitter in
reporting the news while Twitter was in the lead on breaking news. Groshek and Al-Rawi
(2013) tracked most repeated keywords and discussed frames on Twitter and Facebook
during the U.S. 2012 presidential election to examine public salience. They used
Candidates’ Facebook pages as a partisan medium and the #Election2012 hashtag as a
nonpartisan channel to compare how candidates were framed on these different pages.
The public showed a more balanced-style considering they offered criticism both on
partisan and nonpartisan pages.
An application of the attention approach can also be found in Ragas and Tran’s
(2013) macro-level examination. This study did an examination of Agenda Setting using
the effects of volume of mainstream media coverage of Barack Obama on the public’s
online research behavior during the first two years of his presidency. The study observed
that the coverage volume predicted a public search emphasis on Barack Obama. The
researchers utilized a new approach to gauge public attention other than polls or surveys.
They tracked the public research behavior about Obama on popular search engines, such
as Google and Yahoo as an indicator of public salience. Groshek and Groshek (2013)
aimed to identify the Inter-media Agenda Setting effects between traditional media and
social media. They gauged salient stories on Twitter and Facebook and compared it with
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leading stories on the New York Times and CNN websites. The results showed that
traditional media still exerts differential relationship on social media but in specific
trending political and cultural topics. Another Intermedia Agenda Setting study (Conway,
Kenski & Wang, 2013) used attention approach to identify salient issues. This study
examined frequent issues on Twitter feeds during the 2012 presidential campaigns of
both the Republican and Democratic parties with frequent issues in daily articles
published in leading newspapers. Findings showed that issues on Twitter feeds of
candidates and their parties predicted issues in newspapers. Examining the relationship of
candidates’ issue and attribute agendas in their political advertisements, newspapers issue
agenda, and Twitter issue agenda, Kim, Gonzenbach, Vargo, and Kim (2016) indicated
that political advertisements agenda can predict the agenda on newspapers and Twitter.
On the contrary, Shapiro and Hemphill (2017) found that Congressmen Twitter posts can
influence what will be covered in news articles in four out of six policy issues. Recently,
Conway-Silva, Filer, Kenski and Tsetsi (2017) examined frequent issues appearing in
elite newspapers and the 2012 U.S presidential primary candidates Twitter accounts. The
study intended to explore the Intermedia Agenda Setting effects between these two
different media channels. Findings showed a reciprocal relationship with traditional
media having a more prominent impact. Tracking salient topics on Instagram posts of
primary candidates of the 2016 presidential election and mainstream newspapers, Towner
and Muñoz (2017) showed that Instagram posts of candidates impacted newspaper’ issue
agenda. The usage of attention approach to identify media salience is efficient and
significant across traditional media, blogs, and social media research. In view of all that
has been discussed above, issue salience depends on external characteristics, such as
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frequency coverage of an issue and can be measured by quantifying this frequency.
Hence, salient issues of news accounts on Twitter can be tracked by identifying frequent
topics appearing on their feeds. Therefore, the following research questions can be asked:
RQ1a: What are the salient topics on traditional and alternative news accounts on
Twitter?
RQ1b: Are there any differences between traditional newspapers accounts and
alternative news accounts on Twitter in terms of salient topics?
Prominence (Visibility). The other external dimension of salience is prominence.
It refers to the amount of time, size and placement, and multimedia usage accompanying
with the presented story. Scholars, such as Behr and Iyengar (1985) further
considerations of the prominence dimension as predominant to the sheer volume of a
story since it recognizes how the story is organized and displayed. Watt, Mazza, and
Snyder (1993) maintained that “stories in the media indicate their importance (and thus
the agenda of media) to the audience by the virtue of their placement, length, or other
treatment” (p. 414). Prominence dimension is comparable to what Ghanem (1997)
defined as framing mechanisms. Framing mechanisms deal “with the emphasis given to
topics in the media, such as placement and size as well as other elements that influence
the prominence of a news item” (p. 11). In the pioneering study of Chapel Hill,
McCombs and Shaw (1972) distinguished between major and minor news stories by
examining media salience. Major news was the first three stories. In this category, there
were multiple types: stories longer than 45 seconds in television, lead stories on the front
page of newspapers, stories that occupy more than one column, lead stories in the news
section in news magazines, and any story presented in the lead position of editorial pages.
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Minor news were those different than the structure of major news. As a result, they found
that major news stories had a stronger correlation with public salience than minor news
stories. McCombs and Shaw’s findings emphasize the significance of prominence
characteristics in examining the relationship of salience news on media agenda and the
salience of that news on public agenda.
In addition to stories’ placement and length, the inclusion of photographs in news
stories could also enhance prominence and hence generate public salience. Media effects
research (e.g. Wanta, 1988; Coleman, 2006; Barrett & Barrington, 2005; Graber, 1990)
has provided evidence that visual communication is more paramount than other
communication tools to generate public attention. Studies on the influence of
photography on traditional media found that use of photos predicts readership
(McCombs, Mauro & Son, 1988), stimulates cognitive process of readers more than
textual news (Wanta, 1988; Garcia, Stark & Miller, 1991), and influences the public’s
perception of political candidates (e.g. Rosenberg, Bohan, McCafferty & Harris, 1986;
Rosenberg & McCafferty, 1987; Todorov, Mandisodza, Goren & Hall, 2005;
Boomgaarden, Boukes & Iorgoveanu, 2016). Comparing tweets of Trump and Clinton
during the 2016 presidential election, Lee and Xu (2017) found that Clintons’ tweets that
included visual features, such as hyperlink, image, or video significantly predicted more
public attention. In the field of psychology, Ha and Lennon (2010) conducted a study on
the influence of multimedia and text-only advertisements on consumers’ behavior. They
found a significant effect of multimedia ads in arousing consumers’ behavior, such as
pleasure, satisfaction, or intention to purchase.
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Prominence properties, such as front-page, leading news, or most visible portion
are not as straightforward as it seems when measuring prominence with the advancement
of social media, particularly Twitter. Twitter content is frequently updated and has a
unique appearance. For instance, all tweets are established with the same structure and
presentation. Users, therefore, cannot appropriate longer space or recognized positions to
elevate tweets over others that they may deem more important. However, tweets can be
distinguished and generate more engagement by attaching images, videos, hashtags, or
hyperlinks along with the text.
Compared to print newspapers, Twitter has more unique features. For example,
Twitter users can include hyperlinks in their posts. These hyperlinks might lead to newsrelated websites or other pages that have detailed coverage. Another Twitter feature is
multimedia content. Users often add multimedia content on their posts, such as videos,
audio, or visual graphics. Tweets that include such content generate more public
interaction (Lee & Xu, 2017). Therefore, prominence elements attached to the news
story, such as multimedia, hashtags, or hyperlinks can enhance or curtail the overall
salience of an issue. Further, the nature of news posting on Twitter is alterable. For
instance, news accounts instantly update their news stream with tweets related to current
events or breaking news, which appear in chronological order on a 24-hour cycle.
Consequently, prominent news stories can be preceded by other news stories that might
be less important on the news account timeline.
The evidence presented above suggests that gauging media salience on Twitter by
examining the prominence dimension requires a new approach. While attention
dimension focuses on the frequency of an issue in tweets, prominence dimension will
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consider the different multimedia features attached to news stories on Twitter. Twitter
news stories are salient in connection with multimedia content attached to news stories.
Generally speaking, previous research shows that involving multimedia features or
hyperlinks within news stories leads to greater impact on public attention. In light of this
argument, the researcher proposes the following hypothesis:
H1: Twitter news stories attached with multimedia content, hashtag, or hyperlinks
will gain more public attention than text-only news stories.
Valence. Agenda Setting has been applied to attributes of issues and objects on
media. It has examined the consistency of public attributes and media attributes of certain
issues. This process is called second-level Agenda Setting, which proposes a correlational
relationship between media attributes of issues and interests in these attributes on the
public. Mutz (1998) argues that attribute conception is also pertinent to the first-level of
Agenda Setting as researchers ask the public about the most prominent problem facing
the country. Using words, such as “problem” in gauging public opinion affectively
influence people’s thinking process resulting in the mentioning of negative salient issues.
Scholars highlight the significance of news attributes in the perceiving of news and the
shaping of public opinion (e.g., McCombs, Llamas, Lopez-Escobar & Rey, 1997; Golan
& Wanta, 2001; Golan & Lee, 2004). A substantial body of literature in communication
and psychology has divided attributes into two types: substantive and affective.
Substantive attributes are the various traits and information in news coverage that
shape the perception of an object on the public’s mind. In the election context, for
example, the object is the candidate; while, the substantive attributes are ideology,
qualifications, experience, and personality of the candidate. These substantive attributes
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frequently comprise an affective dimension, which negatively, positively, or neutrally
presents the object. These affective attributes, the focus of this study, are the valence
facets of media salience. Contrary to the first two dimensions, the valence dimension is
internally examining the salience of news stories. Valence is an instrumental aspect to
measure salience because it carries an evaluative part of news and messages (Kiousis,
2004). It refers to news compositions that motivate the public’s emotions. Valenced new
stories are asserted to have a greater impact in the direction of public opinion (McCombs,
Llamas, Lopez-Escobar & Rey, 1997; Wu & Coleman, 2009), particularly negatively
valenced news stories (Wu & Coleman, 2014, Schoenbach & Semetko, 1992; Sheafer,
2007). Tone of news stories whether negative or positive is assumed to have an influence
on how the audience discerns and comprehends each story (Sheafer, 2007). Positively
valenced news, on the other hand, drives audience members to a positive evaluation of
such stories and vice versa (Kiousis, 2004).
Valence dimension has been the focus of a considerable amount of research in
mass communication scholarship due to the effect of this dimension on perceiving news
and information. As such, news tone has been the focus of scholars in order to identify
the valence integrated within the content, which in turn affects the overall evaluation of
news by the audience members. In traditional media, Schoenbach and Semetko (1992)
found that tone of news coverage had an impact on salient issues in the public agenda. A
positive and optimistic tone on news coverage of certain issues diminished its importance
in the eyes of the public. In political elections, valenced news was discovered to influence
how voters perceived candidates. McCombs, Llamas, Lopez-Escobar and Rey (1997)
indicated a correlation of valenced news of candidates on mainstream media and the
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public’s opinion of those candidates. In one study, the tone of press releases by public
relations about candidates showed an effect on global media coverage (Kim, Xianng &
Kiousis, 2011). Another recent study suggests that visual valenced attributes are believed
to direct public image of candidates. Coleman and Wu (2010) indicated a correlation
between valenced news on TV news programs and viewers’ perceptions of news objects.
Further, Kiousis (2004) combined both negative and positive news stories into one
category to indicate valenced news stories. The researcher revealed that public salience
can be determined by the valence included in news stories content. On the contrary,
Golan and Wanta (2001) found little evidence of impact by news affective attributes on
public perception of candidates.
Shifting to online communication, there is also evidence of the valence dimension
effect on news. Valenced information can be effectively transferred through online
interaction (Harris & Paradice, 2007) generate more interaction, and prompt cognitive
process (Kissler, Herbert, Peyk & Junghofer, 2007). It has been found that there is a
tendency on social media to share valenced messages more than neutral ones (Stieglitz &
Dang-Xuan, 2013). Recently, a study analyzing Arabic-language tweets concerning the
then U.S. president Barack Obama examined the tonality of the public’s tweets
(Alkazemi, Fahmy & Wanta, 2017). They postulated that the likelihood of the public’s
tweets tone was to be negatively valenced about Barack Obama. Interestingly, the tone of
public tweets toward Obama was quite different than tweets by members of the media. In
the same vein, an analysis of Clinton and Trump tweets in the last three months of the
2016 election campaign compared issue agendas of the candidates and public attention to
valenced tweets, specifically attack tweets (Lee & Xu, 2017). The researchers identified
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that both candidates’ tweets paralleled with their parties’ agendas. Attack tweets were
found to grab public attention more by getting more retweets and likes. The public on
Twitter and news media outlets were, therefore, motivated to disseminate negatively
valenced tweets more often than tweets with a positive or neutral tone.
It appears that stories with negatively valenced attributes effectively transfer to
the public. Indeed, information processing research posits that news with a negative tone
induces more cognitive thinking (Fiske, 1980), which suggests that people tend to be
more responsive to negative news. Additionally, negative attributes seem to enhance the
significance of issues and the easiness of perception by the public. Sheafer (2007) argues
that:
Information about negative developments captures our attention far more than
information about positive developments. A negative object attribute is, therefore,
expected to increase object importance and accessibility on the public agenda. A
positive tone, on the other hand, is not expected to have such an effect (p. 23).

On the other hand, positive news also has an influence on news evaluation. For example,
audience members prefer positively valenced news. Also, research suggests audience
members tend to prefer mediums in which positive attributes are displayed and thus can
be positively evaluated (Kwak, Kim & Zimmerman, 2010). Positively valenced news on
Obama during his first two years in the presidency significantly impacted online search
behavior across major search engines in the U.S (Ragas & Tran, 2013). In an analysis of
content characteristics’ effects on public sharing behavior, Berger and Milkman (2012)
suggest that positively valenced news is more likely to be disseminated among the public.
As a result, these studies provide important insights into the influence of affective
attributes. Both negative and positively “valenced” news is able to increase the
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importance of issues in the mind of the public more so than neutral, “non-valenced,”
news. It can therefore be hypothesized that:
H2: Valenced news stories on Twitter will elicit more public attention than nonvalenced “neutral” news stories.
Twitter Features as a Public Salience Variable
The original perspective of Agenda Setting Theory suggests that the public
opinion of certain issues is influenced by what is being viewed by the public on media
outlets “first-level Agenda Setting” (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). That is, objects deemed
to be important in mainstream media transfer to be salient in the public perception. The
subsequent research on this theory also approved what is called attribute salience effect.
As mentioned before, media outlets influence how the public thinks about issues.
Therefore, the attributes produced by mainstream media about certain issues transfer to
the public mind, which, in turn, affects the public perception regarding these issues. This
process is called “second-level Agenda Setting.” In fact, many Agenda Setting studies
have demonstrated the mainstream media’s ability in exerting first and second-level of
Agenda Setting whether on traditional media (e.g. McCombs, Llamas, Lopez-Escobar &
Rey, 1997; Craft & Wanta, 2004; Ghanem, 1997) or social media (e.g. Ragas & Tran,
2013; Kwak, Kim & Zimmerman, 2010). Thus, the independent variable has always been
related to objects on first-level Agenda Setting and attributes on second-level Agenda
Setting. Lastly, the dependent variable always centralizes public salience whether on
objects or attributes.
Original Agenda Setting studies have always adopted survey-based measures to
assess public opinion. Correlating content analysis with survey or polls data is a hallmark
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in Agenda Setting research. Historically, it was the only utilized method to find out how
the public thinks about issues, politicians, companies, or brands. Polls often ask people
what issues they are most concerned about or perceive to be important. These polls are
always susceptible to biases that can affect the conclusion of results and consequently are
generalized to the whole population. The U.S. 2016 presidential election results, for
example, were a surprise for many Americans since major polls failed in forecasting and
amplified a perspective that Clinton would win the election. These self-report surveys’
errors were possibly due to nonresponse bias, or the public was less likely to socially
reveal undesirable behavior (Mercer, Deane & Mcgeeney, 2016).
The continuing popularity and prolific usage of the Internet and social media has
given scholars many advantages resulting in innovative ways to study public opinion.
Public discussions and online information about salient issues on social media is an
important part of the flow of information about the public sphere (Katz & Lazarsfeld,
1955). Due to the absence of censorship, social media platforms have become the
preferred place of the public, especially in developing countries, to discuss and express
opinions covered in news media (Neuman et al., 2014). Consequently, these platforms
have become informative about public behavior and perception of what happens in their
surrounding contexts. Currently, more people use the Internet and social media platforms
than ever before. A recent study indicated that the average penetration worldwide to
social media is 42%. There are 2.62 billion users of social media and this number is
expected to increase to 3.02 by 2021 (Global social network penetration rate as of
January 2018, 2018). In fact, the massive amounts of data available online about people’s
opinions, behavior, and perceptions is a valuable source of information for scholars to
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better understand how the public perceive and behave toward events and news stories
when online.
Classical Agenda Setting scholarship has concentrated on the cognitive aspect of
public salience. Polls that investigate public opinion have always resulted in finding only
how the public perceive salient and current issues on media (Ragas & Tran, 2013).
Accordingly, polls were successful in understanding “the picture in our heads”
(Lippmann, 1922). More than the cognitive dimension “perceived salience”, there is also
another public salience facet that can be identified online. The behavioral dimension,
such as retweet, comment, search, discussions, etc. is accessible online and can be
substantially quantified (Ragas & Tran, 2013). Currently, news organizations monitor
social media outlets by tracking trendy topics and issues in order to interpret public
activities, which reflect and represent their opinions. These identifiable activities and
behaviors on the web environment are categorized as consequences of Agenda Setting
(McCombs, 2018). As a result, researchers have been able to gauge public salience by
identifying the actual public behavior on the Internet and social media (Ragas & Tran,
2013). As a response to the argument of Agenda Setting scholars (Shaw, Stevenson &
Hamm, 2002) calling for the incorporation of “contemporary social behavior” (p. 9),
much Agenda Setting research has been launched to follow recent changes emerging
through the use of media and to examine public behavior in these new communication
environments.
Therefore, online communication where people exchange and discuss public
issues has been gaining much attention for those studying Agenda Setting effect. Among
the first Agenda Setting studies that examine public agenda by looking to public online
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communication behavior was on the electronic bulletin boards (EEB) on the Internet
(Roberts, Wanta & Dzwo, 2002). The researchers aimed to examine traditional news
media Agenda Setting effect on EEB discussions. They suggested that public online
discussions can serve as a surrogate of public opinion surveys to generate and measure
public agenda. This study, indeed, bridged the gap by being among the first studies to
investigate the behavioral impact on what people talk about instead of what they think
about (Roberts et al., 2002). In their study regarding online discussion effect on news
media, Lee, Lancendorfer, and Lee (2005) stated that:
Various opinions about public issues, for instance, are posted on the Internet
bulletin boards or the Usenet newsgroup by Netizens, and the opinions then
form an agenda in which other Netizens can perceive the salient issue. As such, it
is assumed that not only does the Internet function as the public space, but it can
also function as a medium for forming Internet users' opinion. (p. 58-59).

Results of these two studies posited that the analysis of public online communication
include thoughts, debates, and sharing opinions, which can displace the classical survey
technique of gauging public salience. These results refocused scholarly attention to the
accessibility of such platforms as a means to scrutinize and monitor public behavior.
Along with online discussion boards, Twitter is among the valid online sources
used for measuring public opinion. A study that analyzed a public opinion poll and
Twitter messages about Barack Obama found a strong correlation between Twitter
sentiment and public poll results. The study goes beyond and suggests that Twitter
sentiment is an accurate measurement of public opinion that might become a surrogate
for traditional poll services (O'Connor, Balasubramanyan, Routledge & Smith, 2010). A
recent study on Twitter’s ability to forecast election found a strong correlation between
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traditional poll services and Twitter public messages despite the fact that the Twitter
population is not a proper representative sample of a country’s population (e.g., Ceron,
Curini, Iacus & Porro, 2014). Twitter users produce 500 million tweets per day with 330
million monthly active users (Aslam, 2018). This vast data is quantifiable and assessable
for analysis. Different than other social media platforms, the popularity of Twitter as a
searchable online source is attributed to the fact that most users’ accounts are publicly
available for all to discuss, comment, and search. Unlike Facebook where the majority of
the content is more likely to be private or semi-private (Kwak, Lee, Park & Moon, 2010).
Twitter users are more likely to give their opinion on issues that matter to them
(Jansen, Zhang, Sobel & Chowdury, 2009) and are more interested in receiving and
disseminating news content (Kwak, Lee, Park & Moon, 2010). This platform operates, in
many ways, as a news source more than as a social networking site (Kwak, Lee, Park &
Moon, 2010). There is no obligation for Twitter users to comment or tweet about a
specific issue which stands in contrast to use of interviews or surveys wherein
respondents may feel enforced to answer questions that have limited multiple-choices
(Vargo, 2011). Vergeer and Franses (2016) utilized the user-generated content on Twitter
to interpret the public evaluation of ongoing political debates. The researchers argued that
they employed Twitter because information on this medium is an unsolicited behavior
comparing to solicited opinion generated by surveys and polls. Sentiment on Twitter is
naturally shared by the public and researchers are unobtrusively able to analyze the data
without giving knowledge to the public (Vergeer & Franses, 2016). Such a context
proves to be quite fruitful because of the natural behaviors produced by online users. It is
biased to basically liken Twitter sentiment to the overall public opinion because Twitter
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users are not demographically representative (Vargo, 2011). The function of Twitter
makes the transfer of salience both easy and quick as the public are able to immediately
retweet, like and reply to the message included in the tweet. The more attention (retweets,
likes, replies) a tweet receives by the public, the more salient the content of the tweet
becomes. By these functions, Twitter messages have the potential to reach a larger
audience (Kwak, Lee, Park & Moon, 2010) and become vulnerable to Agenda Setting
effect (Leavitt, Burchard, Fisher & Gilbert, 2009).
Many studies have investigated the role of retweet on the Agenda Setting process
(e.g., Leavitt, Burchard, Fisher & Gilbert, 2009; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013; Vargo,
2011). Retweeting is basically a rebroadcast of others’ messages on Twitter. It is an
attempt to share the content of the tweet with other users who do not follow the original
source of the tweet. Kwak et al. (2010) suggested that any retweeted tweet will be seen
by an average of 1000 Twitter users irrespective of number of followers of the original
producer of the tweet. Twitter, thereby is an ideal medium for messages to reach broader
audiences and propagate information. Thus, Twitter is a medium where researchers can
locate an aggregate behavior of the public. When a follower reads a tweet, he/she is able
to retweet the content and pass it to his/her followers. By retweeting, Twitter users
endorse, trust (Boyd, Golder & Lotan, 2010; Bruns & Burgess, 2012), and consider the
content of the tweet as important (Jungherr, 2014). The public on Twitter believes that
their retweets are devoted to stories relative to public issues. The usage of Twitter
features (retweets, likes, replies) by the public can predict the public salience toward
issues that are tweeted by news accounts (Jungherr & Jürgens, 2014). Therefore, the
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quantity of retweets, likes, replies to a given issue on Twitter is an essential indication of
public salience.
One of the fundamental considerations for Agenda Setting Theory to function is
how much time is required for an issue to transfer from media to the public. Agenda
Setting assumes that media salience needs to be given a length of time to transfer to the
public. Agenda Setting scholars identify this concept as time lag. Coleman, McCombs,
Shaw, and Weaver define time lag as “the optimal time that a topic must be covered in
the media before the public considers it as important.” (2009, p. 155). Historically,
traditional media scholars did not reach an agreement on time lag. Scholars have
designated varying lengths of time to measure the transfer of salience and found different
time lags. Winter and Eyal’s (1981) indicated that the optimal time lag for agendas to
transfer is from four to six weeks. In their examination of different traditional media,
Wanta and Hu (1994) suggested a time lag of three weeks. Studies examining the web
environment have found that agendas effect should be relatively short. Roberts et al.
(2002) also reported that agendas effect can take place within one day.
However, Twitter has effectively allowed the production of media and public
interaction to circulate within one medium in real time. The public is able to react at the
same time of content production. The usage of Twitter features: retweet, like, and reply
can instantaneously show how important an issue is in the eye of the public once it is
posted. That is, the public on Twitter are likely to consume news and deem it as
important by retweeting, liking, or replying to the content. Hence, the transfer of media
salience to public salience within Twitter is instantaneous. Based on the literature
discussed above about the function of Twitter features, it seems possible to examine
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public attention toward Twitter news accounts’ tweets by measuring the number of
retweets, likes, and replies the public ascribe to these tweets. Consequently, the following
research questions can be asked:
RQ2a: What type of Twitter news accounts gain public attention?
RQ2b: Are there any differences between traditional newspapers accounts and
alternative news accounts on Twitter in terms of public attention?
RQ2c: Does the public on Twitter interact more with the salient topics?
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CHAPTER IV – METHODOLOGY
The aim of this dissertation was to gain a greater understanding of how Agenda
Setting is functioning in a media system and context that differs from Western countries
to influence public perception. The dissertation was developed to examine the first-level
of Agenda Setting on the platform of Twitter. Two types of Twitter news accounts in
Kuwait were examined: traditional newspapers accounts and alternative news accounts.
The researcher aimed to investigate the potential ability of the two types to influence
public salience. The study also focused on the first-level of Agenda Setting constructs:
attention, prominence, and valence. It sought to explain the relative influence of these
constructs on the perceived public salience.
Research objectives of this dissertation were as the following: 1) investigate
salient topics of both traditional and alternative news accounts on Twitter; 2) differences
between the two types of news accounts on salient topics; 3) investigate what type of
news accounts gain more public attention; and lastly 4) determine whether there is an
Agenda Setting effect on public salience. Therefore, the most appropriate methodological
approach to examine the research questions and hypotheses of this dissertation was
quantitative content analysis. Content analysis is among the major methods in exploring
agenda setting premises. The seminal study of Agenda Setting in 1972 used content
analysis to explore media agenda and survey for public agenda.
Content analysis is a “technique for the objective, systematic, and quantitative
description of manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952, p. 18). This method
provides useful inferences of social communication in the evolving environment of media
platforms. It identifies special characteristics of the message that the researcher is
69

interested in. It is also adequate to generate patterns and trends from content (Kaid
&Wadsworth, 1989). This method was found to be especially effective with samples that
include a large amount of data. Thus, the researcher should ensure that there is enough
data in each cell in the coding instrument.
Measuring salient topics in media agenda will depend on frequency, valence, and
prominence. That is, the more frequency of posts about an issue, tone of the news story,
and multimedia features attached to the news story will raise its level of salience in media
agenda. For public agenda, the quantity of retweets, likes, and replies will define the level
of the salience of an issue on public agenda.
Unit of Analysis
Unit of analysis of this study was tweets from Twitter news accounts.
Population and Sampling Frame
The population of the study was tweets from Kuwaiti Twitter news accounts.
Additionally, the sampling frame was tweets from six Kuwaiti news accounts on Twitter,
which are the top three rated traditional newspapers accounts as well as the top three
rated alternative news accounts.
Sampling Procedure
To draw out the top-rated Twitter news accounts, the researcher used Goya, an
application developed by a Kuwaiti programmer Athbi Almutairi. Goya is an integrated
system that collects and analyzes tweets based on artificial intelligence algorithms. These
algorithms classify the source of the content whether it is from bots or real Twitter
accounts. Almutairi asserted that retweet, like, and reply are among the important factors
in determining the most circulated tweets or Twitter accounts. As such, using Goya
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application, the researcher was able to generate the following top-rated news accounts:
@alqabas, @watannews, and @AlAnba_News_KW represent traditional newspapers
accounts; and @almajlliss, @mobashernewss, and @breakingkwt represent alternative
news accounts. In order to select a subset of the population for sampling, the researcher
prescribed the period from March 25th, 2017 to March 25th, 2019 as a two-year time
frame from which the sample was drawn. In fact, sampling from a long time frame
ensures that there is no over-representation of particular events or issues over other
events. For instance, sampling from a short period of time where a controversial issue or
event is taking place, such as parliament election, parliament interrogation, or protests
would underestimate the representation of other issues.
On Twitter, researchers are no longer able to go back and access accounts’
archive that exceeds the most recent 1500 tweets. Thus, the researcher contacted Twitter
to obtain all of the posted tweets within the prescribed time frame of the selected news
accounts. After retrieving the data from Twitter, a systematic probability sampling
technique was used to collect data. To maintain an equivalent representation of each news
account, the total number of tweets of each news account was divided by the average of
tweets per day. The result is the number of tweets from which the sample was selected.
For example, the whole tweets of @alqabas news account are 103099 within the set time
frame and the average number of tweets per day is 141, therefore, the selected sample of
@alqabas is 731 tweets.
The researcher randomly selected one of the numbers from 1 to 10 in order to
start sampling from. In doing so, the researcher randomly drew number 1. As such, the
first tweet of every other day was selected from each news account. Additionally, an
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every other day technique was used to ensure obtaining a large number of tweets, so that
there would be enough data in each cell for coding.
Overview of The Top-Rated News Accounts
@alqabas. The Twitter news account version of the traditional newspaper
Alqabas or The Beacon. This news account was established in August 2009 and is
followed by 415K followers and does not follow any other account. The average number
of tweets of @alqabas per day is 141. The newspaper defines itself on Twitter biography
as a comprehensive economic and political newspaper. The hard copy of Alqabas was
created in 1972 by five merchant families in Kuwait. It is a liberal newspaper that
represents the Chamber of Commerce (Selvik, 2011).
@watannews. The Twitter news account version of the traditional newspaper
Alwatan or The Homeland. @watannews was established in August 2009 and is followed
by 2.11M followers and follows only two accounts which are related to the newspaper’s
corporation. The average number of tweets of @watannews per day is 100. The hard
copy was created in 1962 and turned into a daily newspaper in 1974. Alwatan historically
represented leftist views, however, it was bought in the early 90s by a royal family
member who changed the newspaper’s orientation (Selvik, 2011).
@AlAnba_News_KW. It is the account of the traditional newspaper Alanba or
The News. This account was created on February 2011 and is followed by 349.7K
followers and follows three subsidiary accounts. The average number of tweets of
@AlAnba_News_KW per day is 138. This traditional newspaper was established in
January 1976 by a merchant family member. Alanba is a politically conservative
newspaper that is considered to be pro-government (Selvik, 2011).
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@almajlliss. It is an alternative news account that defines itself on Twitter
biography as a Kuwaiti news service account. @almajlliss or The Assembly was
established in February 2009 and is followed by 1.5M followers with no followings. The
average number of tweets per day of this account is 44.
@breakingkwt. It is an alternative news account followed by 332.2K followers
with no followings. @breakingkwt or Breaking News describes itself on the account
biography as a Kuwaiti news service. The average number of tweets of this news account
per day is 9.
@mobashernewss. It is an alternative news account that defines itself on Twitter
biography as network news. @mobashernewss or Live News is followed by 132.6K
followers with no followings. The average number of tweets per day is 56.
Instrument Design
The researcher developed a coding instrument with 19 variables in order to
examine the objectives of the dissertation. The instrument was checked by experts to
ensure it has an adequate explanation and can generate theory-based measures related to
Agenda Setting assumptions successfully used before. Six variables were employed to
present fundamental data of tweets (See appendix A and B). These variables investigate
the day in which the news story is posted, type of news account that posted the news
story, name of the account, type of the tweet whether it is an original tweet or a retweet,
source of the retweet, and geographic focus of the news story. There are three values for
the geographic location variable: national, regional, and international. The news story
will be considered national if the event is taking place in Kuwait. The location will be
regional if the event is taking place in Middle Eastern countries other than Kuwait. The
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event will be assigned as international if the event is taking place in the rest of the world.
Five variables were developed to examine the prominence construct in the news story.
These variables investigate whether the news story includes a hashtag, photo, video,
hyperlink, or any of them. One variable was employed to examine the attention construct
in the news story. It investigated the primary topic of the news story to denote the main
subject the news story is focused on. The researcher employed one variable to test the
valence construct of the news story and another variable for the tone of replies. The
public salience was measured by employing five variables. The first two variables tested
the salience of the news story from the public viewpoint. The last three variables counted
the number of retweets, likes, and replies.
Operationalization
It is the process of developing indicators that measure the study construct. This
study examined both media and public salience. The media salience has three constructs
to be measured: attention, prominence, and valence. The public salience was measured by
examining attention (retweets, likes, replies) that is ascribed to tweets.
Independent variables. The attention construct of media salience was measured
by employing one indicator. This variable examined the primary topic of the news story.
The researcher selected nine topics to be examined: politics, education, government and
judiciary, national security, business and economy, religion, healthcare, social issues, and
sports. Selecting nine topics corresponds to psychological research that points out that
individuals memorize five to nine topics concurrently (Klatzky, 1980). The total
frequency of topics was measured to generate salient topics of each type of news account.
The prominence construct was measured by employing five indicators. These indicators
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examine the presence of a hashtag, photo, video, or hyperlink in the news story. Since
any tweet might come with one multimedia type, a combination of multimedia types, or
only include text, the researcher recoded the variables that measure the prominence
dimension and collapsed them to one variable with 16 possible combinations of four
values. There were only 13 combinations that occur because during recording some of the
three way combinations did not occur and the four way combination never occurred.
Low-count combinations were combined into two values; other1 and other2 and the
variable was concluded with nine possible combinations (see Table 1).

Table 1
Frequency of Possible Combinations of Hashtag, Photo, Video, and Hyperlink
Combination

Frequency

Video

319

Photo

490

Other1

62

Other2

46

Only text

34

Hashtag and photo

181

Hashtag and video

114

Hashtag, hyperlink, and photo

146

Hashtag, hyperlink, and video

44
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The valence construct was measured by employing one indicator. This indicator
asked about the tone of the news story whether it is neutral, positive, or negative. The
news story is valenced when the tone of the news story is either positive or negative. The
researcher collapsed the variable to two levels to generate either valenced (positive or
negative) or non-valenced tone.
Dependent variable. This study consisted of only one dependent variable, which
is public salience. The researcher employed five indicators to measure public salience.
The first two indicators examined salience and level of the salience of the news story
from the public perspective. A news story that gains 50 or more retweets, likes, and
replies is considered salient from the public’s point of view. In addition, public salience is
categorized into three levels: low, medium, and high salience. The total number of
retweets, likes, and replies from 50 to 99 is classified as low salience. Medium salience is
ascribed to news stories that receive 100 to 149 of retweets, likes, and replies. The
salience of news stories that gain 150 or more retweets, likes, and replies is considered
high. Also, three indicators were employed to measure the number of retweets, likes,
replies of each news story separately.
Data Analysis
It is the process of testing the collected data by using inferential analysis tests.
Data of this study is categorical and the aim of employing this data is to provide
statistical evidence of relationships or associations (dependency) among variables.
Therefore, data will be measured using frequencies, percentages, crosstabs, Chi-square,
and a Generalized Linear Model with a logit link function. Level of significance was set
on p < .05.
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Pretest and Inter-Coder Reliability
Original data of this study is in Arabic. The researcher translated the developed
coding instrument and coding book from English to Arabic. The translated coding book
and instrument were reviewed by an Arabic language professor at Kuwait University to
ensure they generate similar data as the original version. An Arabic native speaker PhD
candidate was assigned for coding along with the researcher. The researcher underwent
two training sessions with the assigned coder before starting to code. Inter-coder
reliability analysis that measures the percent of agreement between coders was
established to ensure high quality of coding consistency. Five to seven percent of the
examined sample is adequate for testing reliability (Kaid &Wadsworth, 1989). Thus, a
randomly drawn 154 tweets from the six news accounts were content analyzed by the
coders.
The assistant coder was provided with the coding book to understand the
interpretation of each variable and value in the coding instrument. Cohen’s Kappa
coefficient was used to test inter-coder reliability. Most of the variables were analyzed by
objective measures, therefore, the reliability of these variables was perfect except for
three subjective variables. Variables of the primary topic of the news story, tone of the
news story, and tone of the replies were separately tested for reliability. The correlation
coefficient was .94.4, which indicates high reliability between coders. Two variables in
the coding book were collapsed into one variable because they generated the same
results.
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Limitation
As with any other study, this study has one major limitation. As discussed above,
this research used an innovative method other than a survey to gauge public salience in
the new communication environment as recommended by Agenda Setting scholars, such
as McCombs, Shaw and Stevenson. This research study, therefore, assumes that the level
of media salience measured by examining attention, prominence, and valence is
associated with the level of public salience measured by counting number of retweets,
likes, and replies.
To the knowledge of the researcher, this comparison was previously examined by
Almistadi (2014) who used the number of 150 retweets as a representation of a high level
of public attention. In fact, representing the level of salience by measuring the number of
retweets, likes, and replies is relative and differs among Twitter accounts. There is no
clear cut of the number of retweets, likes, and replies whereby posts ascribed as salient
because it depends on different estimations and assessments that vary from region to
region, or from country to country. However, standardizing a level of public attention of
news stories will make the process of examining public salience measurable.
Unlike Twitter sphere in countries with a large number of users where a tweet
needs a vast volume of interaction to be considered a trend, a tweet circulation in the
small but active Twitter sphere of Kuwait does not require a large number of interactions
to be ascribed as salient. Kwak et al. (2010) suggested that any retweeted tweet will be
seen by an average of 1000 Twitter users irrespective of the number of followers for the
original producer of the tweet. Nevertheless, the analyzed Twitter news accounts of this
study are followed by a large number of followers. In fact, the traditional newspaper
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Alwatan and the alternative news accounts Almajliss are followed by 2.11M and 1.53M
respectively. Therefore, the decision of standardizing a level of public attention was an
effort to make examining public salience in an innovative method possible. Hence,
collapsing salience to three categorizations with a total of 150 or more as high salience is
rational for the purpose of the study.
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CHAPTER V – RESULTS
There are two major foci of this study. The first focus centered on Agenda Setting
effect of Twitter news accounts on public attention. Public attention is defined as number
of retweets, likes, and replies. Agenda differences between traditional news accounts and
alternative news accounts was also considered. The second focus concerned on three
media agenda constructs; attention, prominence, and valence and their influence on the
perceived public salience.
This study had five research questions and two hypotheses. The first research
question focused on the salience of topics two types of Twitter accounts (RQ1: What are
the salient topics on traditional and alternative news accounts on Twitter?). The second
research question focused on the difference among the Twitter news accounts (RQ2: Are
there any difference between traditional news accounts and alternative news accounts on
Twitter in terms of salient topics?). The third research interest explored the types of news
accounts that gained the public attention (RQ3: What type of Twitter news accounts gains
the public attention?). The fourth research question examined differences between the
two type of Twitter news accounts in public attention (RQ4: Are there any difference
between traditional news accounts and alternative news accounts on Twitter in terms of
public attention?). Finally, the fifth research question examined the agenda setting effect
of the Twitter news accounts (RQ: Does the public on Twitter interact more with the
salient topics?).
This chapter begins with descriptive statistics with respect to each predictor and
outcome variables. A total of 2203 tweets were sampled from six Twitter news accounts
based on the systematic sampling technique. The frequency of tweet types are presented
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in Table 1 and demonstrates a more even count of tweets between the two types of
accounts: traditional newspapers accounts and alternative news accounts.
With regards to the posted news stories source, the following distributions was
present: (n = 2102 or 95.4%) of news stories were originally created by the news
accounts themselves, while (n = 101 or 4.6%) of the news stories were retweets (see
Table 2). Sources of news stories retweeted by the news accounts were the accounts
themselves. This means that both types of news accounts only retweet their news stories.

Table 2
Frequency and Corresponding Percent of Twitter Accounts
Descriptive Results
Variable

n

%

1092

49.6

Alternative news accounts

1111

50.4

Total

2203

100

Original

2102

95.4

Retweet

101

4.6

Total

2203

100

Counts of Twitter Accounts
Traditional newspapers
accounts

Source of Tweets
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Table 2 (continued).
Variable

n

%

101

100

Individual user

0

0

Government official

0

0

101

100

Retweet Source
The account itself

Total

Four Twitter features were investigated in this study hashtag, photo, video, and
hyperlink. Forty eight or 2.2% of news stories were text-only tweets. Most of the
traditional newspaper accounts news stories included hyperlink (n = 1027 or 94%) and
total news stories with videos among traditional news accounts was (n = 102 or 9.3%)
Most of the news stories in both types of news accounts included (n = 1586 or 72%) (see
Table 3).

Table 3
Frequency of Twitter Features: Hashtag, Photo, Video, and Hyperlink in News Stories
Yes
Tweet type

n

No
%

Traditional newspapers accounts

82

n

%

Table 3 (continued).
Yes
Tweet type

No

n

%

n

%

Hashtag

241

10.5

851

41.1

Photo

929

40.4

163

7.9

Video

102

4.4

990

47.8

Hyperlink

1027

44.7

65

3.1

Hashtag

284

20.7

827

26.9

Photo

657

47.8

454

14.8

Video

426

31.0

685

22.3

7

0.5

1104

36.0

Alternative news accounts

Hyperlink

The frequency of the tone of the news stories between the traditional newspaper
accounts and the alternative news accounts was also performed. Non-valenced (neutral)
news stories (n = 1300 or 59%) were more frequent than valenced (positive or negative)
news stories (n = 903 or 41%). The alternative news accounts tweeted more news stories
with a valenced tone than the traditional newspapers accounts (see Table 4).
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Table 4
Frequency Distribution of Tone of News Stories Between Traditional Newspaper
Accounts and Alternative News Accounts

Non-valenced news story

Type of Twitter news
account

Valenced news
story

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

Traditional
newspapers accounts

703

64.4

389

35.6

1092

100

Alternative news
accounts

597

53.7

514

46.3

1111

100

News Stories Location
A geographic focus of the news story was categorized to three levels; national,
regional, and international. A major number of the news stories were about national
events and issues (n = 1190 or 54%). The alternative news accounts delivered more
national news stories (n = 792 or 71.3%) as opposed to the traditional newspaper
accounts (n = 398 or 36.4%). A chi-square test of homogeneity was conducted between
the type of Twitter news accounts and the location of news stories variables. There was a
statistically significant association between these two variables of interest, of 2(2) =
288.88, p < .001. See Table 5 for frequency counts and corresponding percents for each
location.
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Table 5
Frequency Distribution of Counts of Twitter News Accounts Types by News Stories
Geographic Location
National
Type of
Twitter news
account

Regional

International

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

Traditional
newspapers
accounts

398

36.4

284

26

410

37.5

1092

Alternative
news
accounts

792

71.2

182

16.3

137

12.3

1111

Salience of Topics
With respect to topics of news stories, most of the tweets were about three topics;
social issues, politics, and national security. Fifty percent of the tweets were about issues
related to politics and social issues. The total number of news stories topics were: social
issues counts was (n = 662 or 30%), political news stories count was (n = 458 or 20.8%),
and national security issues frequency was (n = 318 or 14.4%). (see Table 6).

Table 6
Frequency of Primary Topics of Twitter News Accounts
Source
Politics
85

n

%

458

20.8

Table 6 (continued).
Source

n

%

Education

69

3.1

Government and judiciary

213

9.7

National security

318

14.4

Business and Economy

112

5.1

Religion

74

3.4

Healthcare

76

3.4

Social issues

662

30

Sports

175

7.9

Other

46

2.1

Total

2203

100

A Spearman rank order correlation was conducted to assess the relationship
between the traditional newspapers accounts and the alternative news. These accounts
were ranked according to the frequencies of topic salience (see Table 7). A statistically
significantly positive correlation between the traditional newspapers accounts and the
alternative news accounts in salient topics was observed, rs (8) = .75, p = .011.
The same statistical approach was also used to measure the relationship among
the six Twitter news accounts in salient topics. There were statistically significantly
positive relationships in salient topic between the traditional newspaper Alqabas and and
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Mobasher News, rs (8) = .884, p = .001, and Alqabas and Alanba, rs (8) = .632, p = .05
(see Table 8).

Table 7
Ranking of Salient Topics based on Frequency for Traditional and Alternative New
Accounts
Topic

Traditional
newspapers
accounts
(rank order)

%

Alternative
news
accounts
(rank order)

%

Social issues

1

30.0

1

33.6

Politics

2

20.8

2

20.8

National security

3

14.4

3

12.9

Sports

4

9.7

5

6.3

Business and economy

5

7.9

9

1.7

Government and Judiciary

6

5.1

4

11.7

Healthcare

7

3.4

8

2.6

Education

8

3.4

7

2.9

Other

9

3.1

10

1.3

Religion

10

2.1

6

5.7
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Table 8
Spearman Intercorrelation of Salient Topics of Twitter News Accounts

Measure

1

2

3

4

5

1. Alwatan

—

2. Alqabas

.77**

—

3. Alanba

.63

.63*

—

4. Almajliss

.45

.33

.49

—

5. Mobasher News

.91**

.88**

.80**

.54

—

6. Breaking News

.72*

.54

.745*

.89**

.78**

Note. “*” designates correlations are significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). “**” designates correlations are
significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Public Salience
Public salient news stories are the ones that generated at least 50 or more of
retweets, likes, and replies. A chi-square test of homogeneity was conducted to examine
the association between type of Twitter news accounts and public salience. A statistically
significantly association between these two variables was observed, 2(1) = 563.71, p <
.001. The frequency counts and corresponding percents of topics and public salient are
presented in Table 9. There were (n = 28 or 2.6%) public salient news stories from the
traditional newspapers accounts, while the alternative news accounts had (n = 512 or
46.1%) public salient news stories. Three topics in the traditional newspapers accounts
had only one count in public salience and three counts on other topics had no observed
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6

—

counts in public salience. The absence of counts means that there was no tweet of these
topics exceeded 50 or more of retweets, likes, or replies. Most of the public salient news
stories of the traditional newspapers accounts were news stories about sports, education,
and business and economy.

Table 9
Frequency Count and Corresponding Percent of Type of Twitter News Accounts and the
Salience of News Stories
Salient
Topics of News Accounts

n

Not Salient

%

Total

n

%

n

Traditional Newspapers
Accounts
Politics

6

2.7

220

97.3

226

Education

0

0.0

36

100.0

36

Government and Judiciary

1

1.2

82

98.8

83

National security

4

2.3

170

97.7

174

Business and Economy

0

0.0

93

100.0

93

Religion

1

10.0

9

90.0

10

Healthcare

1

2.2

46

97.8

47

15

5.2

273

94.8

288

Sports

0

0.0

104

100.0

104

Other

0

0.0

31

100.0

31

Social issues

89

Table 9 (continued).
Salient
Topics of News Accounts

n

Not Salient

%

Total

n

%

n

Alternative News Accounts
Politics

73

31.4

159

68.5

232

Education

15

45.4

18

54.5

33

Government and
Judiciary

30

23.0

100

76.9

130

National security

42

29.1

102

70.8

144

1

5.2

18

94.7

19

Religion

54

84.3

10

15.6

64

Healthcare

15

51.7

14

48.2

29

256

68.4

118

31.5

374

Sports

25

35.2

46

64.7

71

Other

1

6.6

14

93.3

15

Business and Economy

Social issues

A Spearman rank order correlation was conducted to examine the relationship
between salient topics of the news accounts and the public attention. There was a
statistically significantly positive correlation between news accounts salient topic and the
public attention, rs (8)= .74, p= .013. Social issues and politics were ranked as the highest
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salient topics in both the Twitter news accounts and the public, respectively (see Table
10).

Table 10
Ranking of Salient Topics of Twitter New Accounts and the Public
Topic

Twitter News Accounts
(rank order)

%

Public (rank order)

%

Social issues

1

30.0

1

50.2

Politics

2

20.8

2

14.6

National
security

3

14.4

4

8.5

Government
and judiciary

4

9.7

5

5.7

Sports

5

7.9

6

4.6

Business and
economy

6

5.1

9.5

0.1

Healthcare

7

3.4

7

3.0

Religion

8

3.4

3

10.1

Education

9

3.1

8

2.7

Other

10

2.1

9.5

0.1
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Results for Attention, Prominence, and Valence
Attention variable. A Generalized Linear Model (GLM) with a logit link
function as implemented in R software (R Core Team, 2019) was used to assess the effect
attention on the outcome variable of public salience. Business and economy value in this
variable was used as a reference category because this value had the lowest endorsement
of public salience based on a raw frequency count.
The regression results demonstrated that the attention variable statistically
significantly predicted public salience, 2(9) = 297.7, p < .001. All of the estimated
regression weights relating to topic values were statistically significantly versus the
reference category of business and economy in predicting the outcome variable, except
for the other category (see Table 11). The most salient exponential of the regression
weight relating to the topic of religion multiplies the odds of the news story being salient
by 321.32 times versus the reference category. Sports topic was the least salient in
predicting public salience aside from the reference category, but it still multiplies the
odds by 18.5 times versus the reference value.

Table 11
Results of Generalized Linear Model Estimating Public Salience Measure in Attention
Variable
Topic

Business and
Economics

B

SE (B)

-4.71

1.00

92

Exp (B)

z value

p

Hedges’
g

-4.69

< .001

NA

Table 11 (continued).
B

SE (B)

Exp (B)

z value

p

Hedges’
g

Politics

3.14

1.01

23.14

3.10

.002

1.73

Education

3.43

1.05

30.83

3.28

.001

1.88

Government and
judiciary

2.94

1.02

18.91

2.87

.004

1.62

National security

2.93

1.02

18.77

2.88

.004

1.61

Religion

5.77

1.04

321.31

5.56

< .001

3.17

Healthcare

3.39

1.04

29.60

3.25

.001

1.86

Social issues

4.34

1.01

76.93

4.31

< .001

2.39

Sports

2.92

1.03

18.50

2.84

.005

1.60

Other

0.90

1.43

2.47

0.63

.526

0.50

Topic

Figure 1, displayed below, presents the effects of the attention variable values on public
salience. The plot was created using the effects R package (Fox, 2003). The Y axis was
scaled to the original response scale of 0 to 1. Religion is found to have the highest effect
on public salience.
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Topic effect plot

0.8
0.6
0.4

Salience

0.2

Bus$Econ

Politics

Educ

Gov&Jud

Nat.Sec

Rel

Health.c

Social.issues

Sports

Other

Topic

Figure 1. Effect plot assessing the average effects of the values of the attention variable
on public salience. The plot was created using the effects R package (Fox, 2003).

Prominence variable. The same statistical approach that was used to assess the
effect of attention variable on public salience was also applied to examine the effect of
the prominence variable on the outcome variable. The prominence variable was also
treated as an unordered factor. A Photo and hyperlink value in the prominence variable
was used as a reference category because this value had the lowest endorsement of public
salience based on a raw frequency count.
The regression results demonstrated that the prominence variable also statistically
significantly predicted public salience, 2(9) = 753.4, p < .001. All of the prominence
values were statistically significantly versus the reference category of photo and
hyperlink, except for the hashtag, hyperlink, and photo and the other categories (see
Table 12). The results of the regression analysis revealed that news stories with video
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multiply the odds of the news story of being salient by 136.13 times vis-a-vis the
reference category of news stories with photo and hyperlink. News stories with hashtag
and video multiply the odds of the news story being salient by 84.11 times versus the
reference category. News stories with hashtag, hyperlink, and photo was the least in
predicting public salience and multiplies the odds by 1.05 times versus the reference
category of news stories with photo and hyperlink.
Prominence reclassified as a binary variable. The same statistical approach that
was used to assess the effect of the ten values of prominence variable on public salience
was also applied to examine the effect of the prominence variable but with two values:
news stories with multimedia content, and news stories with text-only content on the
outcome variable. Text-only value was used as a reference category because this value
had the lowest public salience based on a frequency count of the raw response.
The regression results demonstrated that the prominence variable with two values
also predicted public salience, 2(1) = 5.6473, p < .017 (see Table 13). The results
demonstrated that news stories attached with multimedia content multiply the odds of the
news story being salient by 3.4 times versus the reference category of news stories with
text-only content. Consequently, the two analysis of the prominence variable indicated
that H1 was supported.
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Table 12
Results of Generalized Linear Model Estimating Public Salience Measure in Prominence
Variable
Topic

z value

p

Hedges’
g

-3.86

< .001

NA

0.14

-2.08

.038

-1.07

0.80

1.03

0.04

.967

0.02

1.58

0.63

4.87

2.53

.011

B

SE (B)

Text-only

-2.34

0.60

Hashtag,
Hyperlink, Photo

-1.94

0.93

Hashtag,
Hyperlink, Video

0.03

Hashtag, Photo

Exp (B)

Hashtag, Video

2.44

0.63

11.48

3.86

< .001

1.34

Hashtag or
Hyperlink

-1.47

1.18

0.23

-1.25

.212

-0.80

"Hashtag and
Hyperlink" or
"Photo and
Video" or "Video
and Hyperlink"

1.19

0.67

3.30

1.77

.076

0.65

Photo

1.81

0.61

6.11

2.96

< .001

1.00

Hyperlink, Photo

-1.99

0.68

0.14

-2.91

.004

-1.10

Video

2.92

0.62

18.58

4.75

< .001

1.61
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Figure 2, displayed below, presents the effects of the prominence variable values on
public salience. News stories with video are found to have the highest effect on public
salience.
Prominence effect plot
0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

Salience

0.2

0.1

PHL

HTHLP

HTHLV

HTP

HTV

None

Other1

Other2

P

V

Prominence

Figure 2. Effect plot assessing the average effects of the values of the prominence
variable on public salience. The plot was created using the effects R package (Fox, 2003).

Table 13
Results of Generalized Linear Model Estimating Public Salience Measure in Prominence
Variable with Two Values
Topic

B

SE (B)

Text-only

-2.34

0.60

Multimedia

1.22

0.61

Exp (B)

3.40
97

z value

p

Hedges’
g

-3.86

< .001

NA

2.02

.044

0.67

Figure 3, displayed below, presents the effects of the prominence variable with two
values on public salience. News stories attached with multimedia content are found to
have higher effect on public salience.

Figure 3. Effect plot assessing the average effects of the values of the prominence
variable with two values on public salience. The plot was created using the effects R
package (Fox, 2003).

Valence variable. The same statistical approach was also applied to assess the
effect of the variable of valence on public salience. Non-valenced value was used as a
reference category because this value had the lowest public salience based on a frequency
count of the raw response.
The regression results demonstrated that the valence variable significantly
predicted public salience, 2(1) = 1167.4, p < .001 (see Table 14). Results of this
regression analysis demonstrated that valenced news stories multiply the odds of the
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news story being salient by 376.54 times versus the reference category of news stories
with a non-valenced tone. Consequently, all the variables had statistically significantly
effects on the public salience and H2 were supported.

Table 14
Results of Generalized Linear Model Estimating Public Salience Measure in Valence
Variable
Topic

B

SE (B)

Not valanced

-5.56

0.45

Valanced

5.93

0.45

Exp (B)

376.53

z value

p

Hedges’
g

-12.40

< .001

NA

13.09

< .001

3.27

Figure 4, presented below, presents the effects of the valence values on public salience.
News stories with valenced tone are found to have higher effect on public salience.
Tweet.t effect plot
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3
0.2

Salience

0.1

Not.valanced

Valanced
Tweet.t
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Figure 4. Effect plot assessing the average effects of the values of the valence variable on
public salience. The plot was created using the effects R package (Fox, 2003).

Integrated analysis. The effects of the three variables: attention, prominence,
and valence on the outcome variable of public salience were integrated in one analysis
using GLM. Non-valenced business and economy news stories with photo and hyperlink
was used as a reference category.
The regression analysis results demonstrated that all the variables statistically
significantly predicted the public salience; attention, 2(9) = 30.8, p < .001, prominence,
2(9) = 788.9, p < .001, and valence, 2(1) = 1195.5, p < .001 when controlling for each
other’s effects (ceteris paribus rule). Within the attention variable, religion and social
issues news stories were the only statistically significantly predictors of public salience.
News stories about religion and news stories about social issues multiply the odds of the
news story being salient by 16.14 and 19.71 times versus the reference category of nonvalenced business and economy news stories with photo and hyperlink, respectively.
Sports news stories were the least salient in predicting public salience but still multiply
the odds by 18.50 times versus the reference category (see Table 15).
The Prominence variable categories were all statistically significantly predicting
public salience, except news stories with hashtag, hyperlink, and photo and the Other
category. News stories with photo and news stories with video had the highest estimated
regression weights predicting public salience and multiply the odds of the news story
being salient 2763.97 and 714.77 times, respectively, versus the reference category. News
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stories with hashtag, hyperlink, and photo were the least salient in predicting public
salience and multiply the odds by 0.78 times versus the reference category.
Valenced news stories were significantly higher than all the other values by
multiplying the odds of the news story by being 7639.53 times versus the reference
category.

Table 15
Results of Generalized Linear Model Estimating Public Salience Measure in an
Integrated Analysis
z value

p

Hedges’
g

-6.06

< .001

NA

8.22

1.47

.143

1.16

1.66

4.97

0.97

.334

0.88

1.61

1.59

5.02

1.02

.309

0.89

Attention:
National security

1.28

1.45

3.59

0.88

.380

0.70

Attention:
Religion

4.24

1.67

69.74

2.54

.011

2.33

Attention:
Healthcare

2.78

1.63

16.14

1.71

.087

1.53

Topic

B

SE (B)

-11.15

1.84

Attention: Politics

2.11

1.44

Attention:
Education

1.60

Attention:
Government and
judiciary

Business and
Economics & Textonly & Not Valanced

101

Exp (B)

Table 15 (continued).
B

SE (B)

Exp (B)

z value

p

Hedges’
g

Attention: Social
issues

2.98

1.42

19.71

2.11

.035

1.64

Attention: Sports

1.40

1.52

4.06

0.92

.357

0.77

Attention: Other

-1.61

2.08

0.20

-0.77

.439

-0.89

Prominence: Hashtag,
Hyperlink, Photo

-3.52

1.19

0.03

-2.96

.003

-1.94

Prominence: Hashtag,
Hyperlink, Video

-1.83

1.10

0.16

-1.65

.098

-1.00

Prominence: Hashtag,
Photo

2.98

1.10

19.69

2.71

.007

1.64

Prominence: Hashtag,
Video

2.95

1.10

19.14

2.68

.007

1.62

Prominence: Hashtag
or Hyperlink

-2.01

1.44

0.13

-1.40

.162

-1.11

Prominence:
"Hashtag and
Hyperlink" or "Photo
and Video" or "Video
and Hyperlink"

0.07

1.03

1.07

0.07

.948

0.04

Prominence:
Photo

4.65

1.15

104.87

4.04

< .001

2.56

Prominence:
Hyperlink, Photo

-3.27

1.00

0.04

-3.28

.001

-1.80

Prominence:
Video

3.30

1.04

27.12

3.17

.002

1.82

Topic
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Table 15 (continued).
Topic

Valence: News
story with a
valenced tone

B

SE (B)

Exp (B)

z value

p

Hedges’
g

8.94

0.70

7639.52

12.72

< .001

4.93

Figure 5, presented below, presents the effects of attention, prominence, and valence
variables on public salience. News stories with valenced tone are found to have the
highest effect on public salience.
Topic effect plot

Prominence effect plot
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V

Figure 5. Effect plot assessing the average effects of the values of attention, prominence,
and valence variables on public salience. The plot was created using the effects R
package (Fox, 2003).
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CHAPTER VI– DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This study set out with a broad aim of examining the assumptions of Agenda
Setting theory in a media context different than media environments of the West. Agenda
Setting theory basically assumes that salience can transfer from media outlets to the
public through mass communication platforms. To do so, an innovative method was used
in the study to gauge public salience. The total number of retweets, likes, and replies
represented the dependent variable in Agenda Setting theory in order to measure the
influence of media agenda. As such, the more retweets, likes, and replies ascribed to a
news story on Twitter, the more likely the news story became salient in the public
perception. The three media salience characteristics—attention, prominence, and
valence—were also measured to examine their potential influence in the public’s
perceived salience. To the researcher’s knowledge, this research is among the first
scientific efforts to examine Agenda Setting of news accounts on Twitter in Kuwait.
A quantitative content analysis of two types of Twitter news accounts was
conducted to examine the Agenda Setting assumptions. The researcher depended on
Goya, an application that generates the most influential accounts and trending tweets on
Twitter, to select three traditional newspapers accounts and three alternative news
accounts. Traditional newspapers accounts are the accounts of the traditional newspapers
that possess multiple outlets to publish news coverages, such as TV channels, websites,
and social media. On the contrary, the alternative news accounts are the news services
that employ Twitter as the only platform to publish news and information. A total of 2203
tweets were selected using a systematic probability sampling technique within a two-
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years’ time frame. A sampling from an extended period of time such as this was used to
ensure that there was no over-representation of issues or events.
General Findings
Results of the study revealed that within the two-years’ sampling period, the
traditional newspapers accounts overwhelmingly posted tweets more than the alternative
news accounts. Ninety-five percent of the traditional newspapers accounts’ tweets
included hyperlinks. These results are in agreement with Engesser and Humprecht’s
(2015) findings, which showed that traditional news organizations were quantitatively
heavy users of Twitter with a high number of tweets per day. From these findings, it
seems that traditional newspapers accounts do not innovatively use Twitter to build a
networked community with the public. This is consistent with previous research
(Messner, Linke & Eford, 2011) that indicated that traditional newspapers accounts are
interested more in using Twitter as only a promotional tool for their news and to drive the
public to their own websites. The findings also showed that the examined Twitter news
accounts were more likely to employ at least one of the multimedia features in their news
stories.
Looking at the sources of retweets of both traditional newspapers accounts and
alternative news accounts, the results showed that the two types of news accounts only
retweeted their own news stories. The alternative news accounts, however, have their
alternative way of incorporating public users in creating news. They capture content
generated from public users and post it on their Twitter feeds. It is clear that traditional
newspapers accounts still utilize the traditional approach of one-way communication with
the public on Twitter. These news accounts are not moving toward a more interactive
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usage of Twitter. They also do not tend to engage public users in gathering and creating
news stories. This conservative usage may be due to norms and values of professional
journalism that restrict them from freely incorporating the public. This finding
corroborates results of Lasorsa, Lewis, and Holton (2012) who found that elite news
organizations on Twitter avoid sharing opinions with the public; while, less elite news
organizations are more transparent in engaging the public with their news content.
There was a significant difference between the two types of news accounts in
terms of news stories’ geographic location. Findings showed that the alternative news
accounts post more national news stories than traditional newspapers accounts.
Additionally, the traditional newspapers accounts post more international news stories.
This is closely associated with Armstrong and Gao (2010) who indicated that traditional
news organizations shifted their traditional approaches of news content to Twitter. The
greater emphasis on international news stories from the traditional newspapers accounts
was to be expected. In fact, functioning as a professional news organization requires
newspapers to provide diverse perspectives of news and information that cover important
issues and events taking place all around the world. Traditional newspapers, thus,
subscribe to international news agencies that gather news and reports to sell it to their
subscribers. Alternative news accounts, conversely, are interested more in gathering
handy local news and information that do not require professional journalistic efforts.
Even though there exists an advantage in operating as professional news organizations
that facilitate and obtain international news stories, alternative news accounts gained
more public attention than their counterparts. Both types of Twitter accounts are targeting
the same local Kuwaiti audience. Such findings can be explained in how the alternative
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news accounts try to attract audiences with a focus on national news closely related to the
public. People, in general, tend to be more concerned with relative news taking place
within the borders of their countries which helps explain the particular strategy of
alternative news accounts (McCombs & Weaver, 1973; Zucker, 1978).
Salient Topics
Concerning salient topics, the rank order correlation demonstrated a positive
significant correlation in agenda between the traditional newspapers accounts and the
alternative news accounts (r > .75). This correlation may be attributed to the Internet
environment which has contributed to the alternative news accounts by simplifying the
way updated news is gathered and obtained. Additionally, the Internet might also have
made it possible for alternative news accounts to access the same sources of traditional
news accounts in a rapid and cheap manner. It is worthy to note that the examined
alternative news accounts attributed the traditional newspapers accounts as a reference of
their news stories in many cases. As noted above, along with capturing public users’
content, the alternative news accounts also capture tweets of the traditional newspapers
accounts posting them on their Twitter feeds. These results encourage future studies to go
beyond first-level of Agenda Setting and investigate the Inter-Media agenda setting effect
between the traditional newspapers accounts and the alternative news accounts.
Some might view the content incorporated by the alternative news accounts from
traditional accounts as a disadvantage affecting their own credibility. Yet, the absence of
conventional journalistic standards and norms of the traditional newspapers accounts
within the alternative news accounts has promoted their functioning on Twitter. This
loosening of standards, therefore, enabled alternative news accounts to gather content
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from a variety of news sources, which include the traditional newspapers accounts. By its
very nature, alternative journalism is participatory where content is incorporated and
gathered from multiple sources. The alternative news accounts have only encouraged and
promoted the participatory role in the news industry as opposed to the traditional
competition among news organizations which primarily sought to break news stories
first, or prove posted news.
Findings also indicated that social issues, politics, and national security
respectively were the most frequently tweeted topics. It was anticipated that social issues
and politics were the most salient topics. Among the interesting findings of the results is
that social issues topic exceeded politics in media salience. Newsworthy social issues are
already existing and ubiquitous within any society, but the usage of the new
communication technologies has enabled the public to share occasions and incidents
taking place in their surroundings. The topic of social issues is wide and includes news
stories related to many aspects reflecting the social lives of people. As interpreted in the
coding book, social issues topic covers stories, such as Bedoun “stateless residents,”
human rights, and the social lives of people. Several events led to the salience of the topic
of social issues. Recently, the debate over the Bedoun reemerged with many campaigns
and events being held to discuss the Bedouns’ right to be recognized as citizens and
granted citizenship by the Kuwaiti government. It is a controversial case where both news
media and citizens were divided over the eligibility of the Bedoun to obtain Kuwaiti
citizenship. Twitter was among the platforms that covered the campaigns, events, and
different perspectives of the issue.
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Another possible explanation of finding social issues as the most salient topic is
the media coverage of issues related to human rights and housemaids which occurred
during the sampling period. Among these issues are the human rights of housemaids
working in Kuwaiti homes. The murder of a Filipino housemaid by her employer in 2018
evoked human rights’ activists to condemn such heinous crimes. The case came to the
attention of news media and the public as it became a major emphasis among media
coverage on Twitter sphere lasting more than six months. These actions increased Twitter
coverage about the abuses against housemaids, their rights, and how employers often
treat them. The case escalated to such an extent that some embassies suggested imposing
a ban on their citizens traveling to work in Kuwait unless the Kuwaiti government
reactivated agreements to ensure rights of expatriates and thus improve working
conditions.
Political news stories were ranked the second most salient topic within the
examined news accounts. Kuwait society is interested in discussing politics by nature and
it is a fundamental aspect that distinguishes Kuwaitis’ cultural and social life from other
societies in the region. Kuwait society enjoys many civil society institutions that play a
substantial role in political security which ensure that the political process does not
deviate from the right path. The political system and freedom of speech guaranteed by the
constitution both encourage citizens to be involved in politics and express opinions about
government programs and policies. Most of the posted political news stories were about
the Kuwaiti parliament sessions or debates among parliament members over the policy
process. Even though many citizens claim that recent ratified media laws diminish press
freedom, there is no pre-censorship in news media and news organizations since they
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cover political perspectives that often oppose the policies of the government. It, therefore,
comes as no surprise when results indicated that news accounts heavily post political
news stories.
Public Attention
One of the most obvious findings to emerge from the results is that alternative
news accounts received more public attention “retweets, likes, and replies” (n= 512 or
23.24%) than traditional newspapers accounts (n= 28 or 1.27%). The alternative news
accounts are significantly different than the traditional newspapers accounts in terms of
public attention. In fact, three topics in the traditional news accounts have not gained any
frequency count in the public salience which means no news story related to the three
topics exceeded a total of 50 retweets, likes, or replies. Based on the findings and the
innovative method of gauging public salience, traditional newspapers are no longer the
paramount player in setting public salience. The study also indicates that alternative news
accounts have become the main source for the public salience in Kuwait. The results
demonstrated that the alternative news accounts have become a substantial player in news
media field. This can be explained by the use of participatory journalistic techniques that
alternative news accounts utilize to draw more attention from the public.
From this information, alternative news accounts are found to be more flexible
and transparent in incorporating outsider sources. Their interaction with the public on
Twitter has created a highly engaging environment that is reflected in the number of
mentions, retweets, and likes the alternative news accounts gained. In contrast to the
traditional asymmetric relationship between journalism and public, the alternative news
accounts perceive journalism as a collaborative process that incorporate both sender and
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receiver in creating content. As discussed in the literature, the traditional journalistic rules
are being affected by the rapid changes occurring on Twitter that not only have enabled
new voices to circumvent traditional gatekeepers and the once passive stance of citizens,
but have also made them substantial contributors in the process. The alternative news
accounts also take advantage of the instantaneous updates of news on Twitter to keep the
public updated around-the-clock. Raw content of traditional newspapers’ news stories,
however, needs to be filtered and reshaped by gatekeepers to be consistent with news
organizations’ agenda. As mentioned before, such a long process of constructing news
makes traditional newspapers lag behind, especially in event-driven news.
The collaborative nature of news making within Twitter does not appear to be
accepted by traditional newspapers. Instead, they shift the traditional role of gatekeeping
to their Twitter accounts. This may be due to the fact that these news accounts are related
to elite news organizations that have particular agendas and ideologies which seek to
avoid being influenced by any agenda. In this sense, involving the public contribution in
their news content might diminish and influence the establishment of their agenda. They
also claim that this involvement would harm accuracy and objectivity of news.
Traditional newspapers, thus, continue to reinforce the role of gatekeeping in the era of
social media. They, however, might circumvent this dilemma and perpetuate influence on
Twitter by incorporating the public content that promote their agendas, or enable minimal
interaction but not to the extent that content is impacted.
Agenda Setting Effect
Findings of this study showed a significant positive correlation between media
agenda and public attention. To put it simply, news accounts on Twitter exert Agenda
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Setting effect with the alternative news accounts having prevailed in effect. Salient topics
of the news accounts are correlated with what is perceived as important by the public.
Results suggest that news accounts in Kuwait play a fundamental role in news circulation
on Twitter. Although the traditional newspapers have long been key agenda setters, the
rise of social media, particularly Twitter, has enabled new players to challenge the
Agenda Setting power of traditional newspapers.
Research on Kuwaiti traditional newspapers suggest that there is reciprocity
between the government and traditional newspapers. This is reflected in content of these
newspapers that promotes the government views and perspectives. The explicit affiliation
with political groups and lobbyists also exert an influence on traditional newspapers. In
addition to the relationship with the government and political groups, traditional
newspapers heavily rely on corporate advertising revenue. It is, therefore, evident that
traditional newspapers avoid covering news stories critiquing the government, or
sponsoring corporations.
On the other hand, the alternative news accounts operate only on Twitter, a
cheaper manner to reach the public. They have no conflict of interest in their news
coverage as they are not profit-oriented, nor linked with dominant corporations, or the
government. Thus, their news coverage appears to be comprehensive with involving
personal opinion and public contribution in news stories. The public users of Twitter
seem to recognize that alternative news accounts fulfill the shortcomings of the
traditional newspapers by covering different events and issues. For example, in
comparing tweets of the alternative news accounts and traditional newspapers accounts of
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the same issues, results of the study found more public interaction with the alternative
accounts coverage.
The transition of long-standing conventional journalistic norms and values to
Twitter have brought barriers between public and traditional newspapers. Results of the
study showed that traditional newspapers still adhere to the one-way communication on
Twitter denoting that they have not managed to properly operate on the platform. These
new communication technologies, in fact, have created new challenges to traditional
newspapers forcing them to reconsider the practical use of conservative practices on
Twitter. Traditional newspapers, consequently, seem to be gradually losing their classic
power in effectively setting the public agenda on such social media platforms.
The phenomena of social networking sites has helped the public to locate news
platforms that provide diverse content differing from those consumed in the past. The
public also tends to markedly interact with the native news platforms that originally
emerged on social media more than traditional news. The content of the new alternative
news accounts looks to be more relevant to citizens’ interests as they provide news stories
related to national issues. These alternative accounts have contributed to more news
diversity by shedding light on issues of public concerns often neglected by traditional
newspapers. The results of the study found that alternative news accounts tend to focus
more on social issues than any other topic, while traditional newspapers accounts cover
more international issues. The accommodation of Twitter features has helped alternative
news accounts to draw more public attention and, consequently, exert an agenda setting
effect on the public. The public is most interested in news platforms that provide the twoway information circulation. Additionally, they also prefer news content that involves
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contributions from citizens, which have become an integral part of news content by
alternative accounts.
Media Salience
The regression analyses demonstrated that the three media salience constructs
significantly predicted public salience of Twitter news stories. Utilizing the attention
approach of media salience in quantifying public salience revealed that this indicator
significantly predicted the public salience. Frequency of news accounts’ coverage of
issues appeared to be efficient across traditional media and Twitter as well. Salient topics
of Twitter news accounts, based on sheer volume, had significant correlation with public
salience. Results of the attention construct are consistent with Agenda Setting literature
that consider attention as a dominant approach for measuring media salience (e.g. ragas
& Tran, 2013; Groshek & roshek, 2013; Golan, & Wanta, 2008; Meraz, 2011; Russell
Neuman, Guggenheim, Mo Jang & Bae, 2014).
When looking to the effect of media salience’s attention construct on public
salience, the findings revealed an interesting pattern. The results found that the topic of
religion was the highest in predicting public salience among other topics. It is not
surprising to find that Kuwaiti public users on Twitter pay more attention to religious
news stories than others. Religion, indeed, is instrumentally rooted in social and cultural
norms that influence daily life of Kuwaitis. According to Kuwait’s constitution, drafted
laws and policies should be in harmony with religious considerations. The public and
most of parliament’s representatives often oppose and vote against laws that contradict
the teachings of Islam. Another possible explanation of these study results is that the
public on Twitter might contend that it is a religious duty to interact with and disseminate
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posts defending and showing tolerance of the Islamic religion. Among public salient
topics, the topic of religion is ranked third following social issues and politics,
respectively. This finding was evident as posts related to preaching and preachers gained
more retweets, likes, and replies than other topics.
Turning to the prominence construct of media salience, results supported H1
where news stories attached with multimedia predicted more public attention. The
findings are parallel with previous studies that found that visual communication
stimulated the public cognitive process of perceiving issue salience (e.g. Wanta, 1988;
Garcia, Stark & Miller, 1991; Boomgaarden, Boukes & Iorgoveanu, 2016; Lee & Xu,
22017). Comparing multimedia news stories to text-only news stories, the results
demonstrated that attaching multimedia content within news stories significantly
predicted public salience. The powerful addition of multimedia in news stories is already
recognized by the examined Twitter news accounts. The findings showed that (n = 2155
or 97.8%) of the total tweets are attached with multimedia. Comparing Twitter features
that are incorporated in news stories, the results demonstrated that attaching a video into
the story significantly predicts public salience more than that of other features. News
stories with a thorough coverage seem to trigger more public attention. Attaching videos
into news stories can positively amplify the importance of the covered issue. An
additional factor contributing to the influence of videos in public salience is that news
stories attached with videos provide the public with a comprehensive view of the covered
issues, possibly increasing the perceived public salience of the issue.
The results of the valence construct of media salience supported H2. Valenced
news stories were found to significantly predict public salience. The findings were
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consistent with literature that indicated the effective influence of valenced information on
online interactions (e.g. Lee & Xu, 2017; Harris & Paradice, 2007; Stieglitz & DangXuan, 2013). Apparently, news stories with a valenced tone can successfully generate
public salience more than that of a non-valenced tone. Alternative news accounts were
able to draw more public salience on their news stories as approximately half of their
news stories’ tone (n = 514 or 46.3%) was valenced. The public on Twitter, therefore, is
most interested in sharing stories that evoke emotions.
The integrated analysis revealed significant effects of all three media salience
constructs in predicting public salience. Nevertheless, valenced news stories efficiently
predicted public salience more often than other characteristics of media salience
constructs. News stories that are involved with affective tone are found to motivate the
public to actively interact and disseminate the information. It is somewhat surprising that
the valence construct predicts public salience more than that of the other constructs. For
example, Kiousis’ (2004) examination of attention, prominence, and valence
demonstrated that the visibility construct of media salience “attention and prominence”
explained more variance of the examined data rather than valence.
The findings ascribed a central role and profound impact on public salience by the
tone of news stories. The construct of positively or negatively valenced news stories has
essential determinants in perceived public salience. The public are, therefore, more
susceptible to valenced news stories than non-valenced ones. To put it simply, media
emphasis on the tone of the story is expected to lead to certain affective evaluation and
influence the priming process in the public’s mind (Sheafer, 2007). This is associated
with the extensively researched issue that negative or positive news stories tend to be
117

perceived as more newsworthy and eligible for dissemination in contrast to neutral news
stories.
Conclusion
This research sought to examine the Agenda Setting effect in the age of Twitter. It
investigated the potential impact of news accounts’ agenda on public salience. The
research focused on examining the Agenda Setting effect of two types of news accounts:
traditional news accounts and alternative news accounts. Additionally, this study
examined the influence of media salience constructs—attention, prominence, and
valence—on perceived public salience.
In Kuwait, the Twitter platform has contributed to the emergence of an alternative
voice challenging the monopoly of traditional newspapers. This alternative voice is not
only promoting news diversity, but has become an essential player in news circulation. In
contrast, traditional news accounts are found to maintain the classical approach of passive
top-down communication with the public on Twitter. More specifically, they utilize
Twitter as a method to promote news on their websites. For instance, most traditional
newspapers accounts’ news stories included links to mobilize Twitter users to visit their
websites. As the results demonstrated, traditional newspapers and alternative news
accounts had similar news agendas. They most frequently posted news stories about
social issues and politics, respectively. Alternative news accounts, on the other hand, put
more emphasis on national news than that of regional, or international news. They were
able to more easily induce public attention to their news stories than the traditional
newspapers accounts and, thus, were able to exert Agenda Setting effect on Twitter.
Additionally, alternative news accounts were found to be more transparent in partnering
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with the public in the news making process. These news accounts incorporated videos
and text created by the public in their news content. As a result, the collaborative content
produced by alternative news accounts enhanced public interaction with their news
stories.
It is evident that transferring the conventional norms and values to Twitter is an
important factor contributing to the loss of classical power of traditional newspapers in
setting public agenda on Twitter. This process creates a new need for traditional
newspapers to better understand the functionality of Twitter. News circulation on social
media is completely different from the traditional one-way communication. The
audience’s news preferences have changed, as well. For instance, the public tends to
favor news platforms that value citizen content and incorporate it in their stories.
Traditional newspapers also need to recognize that the public is no longer passive on
social media. Instead, they have become an integral part of news creation.
Traditional newspapers, therefore, must evolve and take a forward step in order to
stay relevant with developing communication platforms. Acclimating to these new
communication technologies for traditional newspapers is inevitable as the evolving
technologies have affected the communication field as a whole in addition to the news
media. News industry, in Kuwait, is currently in a paradigm shift as the increasing
prevalence and influence of digital native news mediums in the online landscape of
journalism continue to grow. Professional norms and values, hence, need to be adapted
for social media to seriously consider the public’s role in this new communication
environment. Besides the print copy, traditional newspapers are operating on different
outlets, such as their own websites and social media platforms and the target audience on
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Twitter is different than that of the traditional media. Such audiences are active and
desire news content that is relative to them. According to the results, traditional
newspapers accounts were found to post every issue available in print copies on Twitter.
Many of these news stories are not relevant to the public’s interest. The emphasis should
be on news quality as opposed to quantity. It is suggested that traditional newspapers
establish sections that specialize in managing news circulation on social media, especially
Twitter. These sections should function in an independent environment of the strict
policies and norms of professional journalism. Loosening the entrenched policies will
lead to enhanced performance and more public interaction with their content.
Future Studies
This study is among the first studies that used an innovative method to gauge
public salience in examining the Agenda Setting theory as an alteration of surveys.
Although the findings generated significant indications of the efficiency of the utilized
method, a further examination of this method is undoubtedly needed. Along with
traditional newspapers and alternative accounts in Kuwait, there is a third type of news
account on Twitter. This type includes news accounts that function both on Twitter and
their online websites. Future studies might include this type, which could lead to more
generalizable results.
The results of this study were based on an examination of data from Twitter news
accounts. The data was composed of 2203 tweets collected from six news accounts.
Subsequent research might move forward and include more news accounts and larger
data that allows for robust statistical analysis and a more accurate conclusion.
Furthermore, this study found that both traditional and alternative news accounts had
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similar agendas. It is, therefore, worthy to investigate Inter-Media Agenda Setting
between the two types of news accounts as a means to discover the dominant agenda
setter influencing other news accounts and the public on Twitter.
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APPENDIX A
Coding Instrument
1. Day of the tweet:
1- Sunday
2- Monday
3- Tuesday
4- Wednesday
5- Thursday
6- Friday
7- Saturday
2. Type of Twitter news account:
1- Traditional newspaper account
2- Alternative news account
3. Name of the news account:
1- Alqabas
2- Alwatan
3- Alanba
4- Almajliss
5- Breaking news
6- Mobasher news
4. The posted news story is
1- Original tweet
2- Retweet
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5. If it is a retweet, what is the source of the retweet
0- It is not a retweet
1- The account itself
2- Individual user
3- Government official
6. Location of the news story
1- National
2- Regional
3- International
7. The posted news story has a hashtag
0- No
1- Yes
8. The posted news story has a photo
0- No
1- Yes
9. The posted news story has a video
0- No
1- Yes
10. The posted news story has a hyperlink
0- No
1- Yes
11. The posted news story has one of the following: hashtag, photo, video,
hyperlink.
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0- No
1- Yes
12. Primary topic of the news story is
1- Politics
2- Education
3- Government and Judiciary
4- National security
5- Business and Economy
6- Religion
7- Healthcare
8- Social issue
9- Sports
10- Other
13. Tone of the news story is
1- Neutral
2- Positive
3- Negative
14. Tone of replies is
0- No replies
1- Neutral
2- Positive
3- Negative
15. The news story is salient.
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0- No
1- Yes
16. The level of salience is:
0- No salience
1- Low salience
2- Medium salience
3- High salience
17. Number of retweet.
0- 0 retweets
1- 24 or less
2- 25 to 49
3- 50 or more
18. Number of likes.
0- 0 likes
1- 24 or less
2- 25 to 49
3- 50 or more
19. Number of replies.
0- 0 replies
1- 24 or less
2- 25 to 49
3- 50 or more
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APPENDIX B
Coding Book
The sample of this study contains 4399 tweets from two types of Twitter news accounts:
traditional newspaper accounts and alternative news accounts. Each type consists of three
accounts. Therefore, each account should have a sample of as follows: Alqabas 731
tweets, Alanba 732 tweets, Alwatan 722 tweets, Almajliss 729 tweets, Breaking kwt 762,
and Mobasher news 723. There are six Excel files and each file is containing the name of
the news account and links direct the coder to the original tweet on Twitter website.
Please read the coding book before you begin the analysis. After reading the coding book,
please fill the blanks with the appropriate codes with the provided choices according to
the coding instrument. The coding instrument contains 20 variables. In the following,
there is an interpretation for each variable and values that helps you in coding decisions.
Coding starts from the first tweet of every other day. Since coding starts from 25 March
2017 to 25 March 2019, you will select the first tweet of dates of 25, 27, 29, 31 ….. etc.
Demographic of the tweet:
1. Day of the tweet: it is the day in which the tweets was created. Please select the
day from the assigned seven values in the coding instrument.
2. Type of Twitter news account: it is whether the type of the account that the
tweet is related to is a traditional newspaper account or an alternative news
account.
3. If it is a traditional newspaper account, what is the name of the account:
please select name of the account that the tweet is related to.
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4. The posted news story is: Here you need to find whether the tweet is originally
tweeted by the account itself or it is a retweet.
5. If it is a retweet, what is the source of the retweet: please select the source of
the tweet whether it is the account itself, individual user, or governmental official.
6. Location of the news story: location of the news story will be national if the
event is taking place in Kuwait. The location will be considered regional if the
event is taking place in the Middle East. The news story will be assigned as
international if the event is taking place in the rest of the world.
7. The posted news story has a hashtag: please find whether the tweet is
containing a hashtag or not.
8. The posted news story has a photo: please find whether the tweet is containing a
photo or not.
9. The posted news story has a video: please find whether the tweet is containing a
video or not.
10. The posted news story has a hyperlink: please find whether the tweet is
containing a hyperlink or not.
11. The posted news story has one of the following: hashtag, photo, video,
hyperlink: please find whether the tweet is containing one of the following:
hashtag, photo, video, or hyperlink.
12. Primary topic of the news story is:
1-

Politics: news stories that related to policy issues, relations with other

countries, official or state visits, candidates, elections, political process,
democracy, political corruption, or interrogations.
153

2-

Education: news stories that cover issues related to educational, such as

elementary, secondary and primary education, Ministry of Education and Higher
Education, universities, colleges, and student studying abroad.
3-

Government and judiciary: any news story related to statements from

officials in the government or judicial power that are not related to politics,
economy, social affairs or national security.
4-

National security: news stories that cover issues that threat national

security such as terrorism, military attacks, cyber attacks, military operation,
earthquake, flooding, climate, water and electricity, violence, or crimes.
5-

Business and Economy: news stories related to economy and

development, banks, foreign trade, economic plans, job market, importation,
exportation, corporates, and finance.
6-

Religion: issues related to the Ministry of Religious Endowments and

Islamic affairs, worship places, religious activities, preachers, and preaching.
7-

Healthcare: issues related to Ministry of Health, treatment abroad, health

insurance, hospitals, public health, and pharmacies.
8-

Social issue: news stories that cover issues, such as philanthropy,

handicapped issues, human rights, housemaids, juvenile care, social care, social
lives of people, Bedoun “stateless residents”, laborers, or poverty.
9-

Sports: issues that cover sport in general.

10-

Other: news stories that cover issues related to fashion/lifestyle, and all

unidentified issues.
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13. Tone of the news story is: tone of the news story will be considered positive if
the tweet used words positive connotation, negative if the tweet used words with
negative connotation, and neutral if the tweet used word neither positive nor
negative.
14. Tone of the replies: tone of the replies will be considered positive if the replies
used words positive connotation, negative if the tweet used words with negative
connotation, and neutral if the tweet used word neither positive nor negative. If
replies have the three tones, select the dominant tone of the replies.
15. The news story is salient: news story will be salient from the public users
viewpoint if the total number of retweet, like, and reply is 50 or more.
16. The level of salience is: level of salience will be assigned low if the total of
retweets, likes, an replies is 50-99, medium if the total of retweets, likes, an
replies is 100-149, and high if the total of retweets, likes, an replies is 150 or
more.
17. Number of retweet: select from the four assigned values the number of retweets.
0- 0 retweets
1- 24 or less
2- 25 to 49
3- 50 or more
18. Number of likes: select from the four assigned values the number of likes.
0- 0 retweets
1- 24 or less
2- 25 to 49
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3- 50 or more
19. Number of replies: select from the four assigned values the number of replies.
0- 0 retweets
1- 24 or less
2- 25 to 49
3- 50 or more
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